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	1. Drawing Dead

Good Luck Charm

Takeru's a young poker prodigy, so he definitely shouldn't be results-oriented. But things definitely seem to go his way when Hikari's nearby. And when you're playing for millions, why take the chance? AU, TaKari, poker fic.

OOO

I haven't written Digimon fics in a few years, but I feel like returning for awhile, and I feel like writing a bit of an odd fic. So to lead off, I'll say that this fic is largely about poker, as I have a bit of a passion for the game, and feel like writing some fic about it. There will be other things going on, like some TaKari building and some other assorted drama, but the core of this fic is poker. There are no digimon or references to digimon in this fic.

I'm rating this fic T for some language, some violence, some adult situations, and some sexual content.

Personally, I usually don't care for fics like this, and I don't usually care for AUs, but I'll try to come at things from an original angle and hope it works out. This alternate universe is a mismash of eras with elements plucked from various times, without anything overly tight to define it. There will be some translation conventions to make some things easier to understand (most noticably with currency), but this isn't any particular time period as we know it, with some things borrowed from various times throughout history on Earth.

I have another FFN account I've written fics on for many years, but I wanted to post this one on a secondary account for assorted reasons.

I don't own Digimon.

OOO

Chapter One: Drawing Dead

"I want a thousand ears in each cart," came the booming voice. "That's not a general guideline, that's an exact number. Stack it neat, keep track of it, keep count. Count gets off, things get confusing down the line. And when things get confusing down the line, I'm the one who makes sure you suffer ten times more than the people down the line do."

Hikari stumbled through the dirt, arms wrapped around a small collection of husk-covered corn ears, towards the large wooden cart. Hurrying as she began to lose her grip on the harvested food, she just barely made it to the lip of the cart before haphazardly dumping them on top of a large pile of corn.

"Hey!" Yuto snapped, rounding on her. "What did I just say?!"

Without saying a word, Hikari leaned over the edge of the cart, frantically grabbing the ears she had just dumped and neatly stacking them next to the others, hands moving as quickly as possible, trying to pretend like her pusher wasn't towering over her.

"You don't do much of anything well, do you?" he asked. She remained mute, pushing the corn into the proper position and quickly standing up. She was forced to look at her pusher as he appraised her. "Yeah, I've noticed, I have eyes."

Hikari wanted to scurry off back into the field of cornstalks, but had a bad feeling Yuto wasn't just making a couple casual jeers in an effort to speed her up. So she just stood there. Unconsciously, her head turned to the right and glanced over her shoulder, quickly jerking her head back forward to look at Yuto.

"Seriously?" He gestured over Hikari's shoulder. "What, you looking for your brother? Seriously? I'm standing here, talking to you, and your head's in the god damn clouds?" He shook his head. "This is the crap I have to work with out here?"

"I...I'm sorry, sir," Hikari said quietly, throat tightening with every second that passed by, praying that this might just go away in the next few seconds.

"What do you think your brother would do anyway? You think he can help you?" He scowled at her. "God damn, you're lucky we're up against a deadline here." He looked around, noting that several of the other field workers had stopped to watch the growing scene. "Hey!" he yelled out. "Just because this girl's sandbagging doesn't mean everyone else gets to get away with it! Go on!" He turned to look back at Hikari. "You too, move it!"

Hikari internally sighed in relief, knowing that circumstances had just barely managed to get her out of what would likely have been an hour's worth of sweating followed by a day's worth of punishment. She jogged back into the giant field of cornstalks, relieved to be able to disappear from the sightline of Yuto for a few moments. Knowing he was probably counting the seconds, she began quickly filling her arms with corn ears.

This was ridiculous for multiple reasons, though bringing any of them up would earn her a week's punishment. A small wheeled container or even a simple basket for each slave would drastically increase the efficiency of the harvest. It was as if the field work was designed to be a punishment for the slaves, everything being made as difficult and exhausting as possible, even at the cost of slowed progress. Even something as simple as a pair of shoes would make things move along quicker.

Most absurd was the fact that Hikari was out here at all. Twenty years old, small and slim, it took all of two seconds to determine that she was made for indoor work. To put her out in the field, doing hard manual labor, was like using a violin to dig a hole. It made absolutely no sense.

Her previous masters, unkind and cruel they might have been, at least understood that much. She even found herself looking back on those first nineteen years of her life fondly. It was a paradise compared to this. Preparing and cleaning up after meals, keeping the rooms immaculately clean, setting up house party decorations...at least she could do all that. Sometimes, her task was as easy as sitting in the corner, looking decent, and being ready to jump up whenever someone wanted something.

Hido and the Sasaki family, her new masters, didn't think about such things, and so, the square peg would keep trying to get into the round hole. Day's like today were bad enough, as Hikari clearly lagged behind everyone else during harvesting, but it would sometimes be much worse. Sometimes she would be tasked with plowing the field, dragging a large, heavy tool of wood and metal through the dirt, barely able to make any progress no matter how she pulled. As if amused, Hido would refuse to give the job to someone more capable, just watching as she inched along. As soon as she finished, she knew she'd be punished for taking too long, but the longer she took to finish the worse the punishment would be, trapping her in a no-win scenario. A similar situation would play out when she was ordered to help cut logs into firewood, which often included utilizing the axe. It was a joke, with her often missing, and occasionally managing a meaningless hit that accomplished nothing, but she'd face punishment all the same.

All too soon, Hikari's arms were full and she ran back out into the open area of dirt just outside of the corn field. With the eyes of Yuto on her, she made sure to place the corn into the cart in a more orderly fashion this time. A few other slaves were also filling up the cart. As she dumped her corn, she tried to avoid eye contact. She had no friends here. She was the one who kept angering the slavemasters, day after day, which was inevitably directed back at everyone else. When she wasn't being punished by the slavemasters, she was the target of abuse from the other slaves.

She ducked back into the cornfield before anyone could say anything to her, considering every trip to the cart without verbal abuse being thrown her way a victory. It was still early in the day. There was a chance that Yuto would forget the minor slipup and let her off the hook tonight if she managed to avoid another one.

She had been reprimanded by her previous owners many times, of course. Getting smacked across the knuckles with a stick, having to eat a hot pepper, sleep deprivation, the usual. Unpleasant, but tolerable. Under her new masters, the gloves were off. She'd spend an entire day in a hotbox, sweating buckets and puking. She'd be hung by her wrists from the ceiling, screaming as her arms strained to keep from popping out of their sockets. Intense and prolonged spanking that made it impossible for her to sit down for a week. It didn't matter that she was a girl, small, or delicate. She was just another slave not getting the job done. And nobody seemed to care that she was simply not capable of getting this particular job done.

She'd probably be dead by now if not for one thing. One thing keeping her going in life. And now that had been taken away from her for the past week.

"If you find a dwarf ear or a deformed ear, put it to the side. Don't throw it away, we can use it." Yuto yelled out as he continued to walk around in the field. Hikari gave a sigh of relief, thinking maybe it was a sign he was moving past her transgression. It was the little things in life. It was all she had right now.

OOOO

Hikari munched on the dark-purple brick of gel in her right hand, forcing herself to swallow the dull-tasting food. She had eaten nothing else for the last eight months, ever since she had been sold to the Sasaki family. Protein blocks, they were called. Yuto claimed that they contained all the nutrition and sustenance a person needed to survive. In fairness, she was still alive, so the claim seemed to be technically true. But it was miserable, having absolutely no variety to her diet. At least her previous masters gave her actual food, bread and cheese, occasionally a fruit. She didn't know where the protein blocks came from, or what they were made of, but she could only assume that they were the cheapest possible option to feed the slaves.

The barracks were bustling with activity, as they were every night once it got too dark to see outside. It was the only moment of the day when the slaves had the opportunity to consciously relax. After this, she'd collapse on the floor and quickly fall asleep, until a nerve-fraying buzzer sounded, serving as an order to get out into the field for work for the next sixteen hours. Every day functionally the same, mind-numbing, miserable. This was the best her life had. This twenty minutes or so when she shoveled purple gel into her mouth, no matter how sick she was of it, just so she wouldn't die.

"Hey, you!"

Hikari nearly choked on the gel, the voice coming from right behind her. Immediately, her head snapped up to look behind her. To her dismay, Yuto was standing right above her, looking down at her sitting cross-legged on the ground.

"Up, now. Outside," he said curtly. She quickly unfolded her legs and stood up, wordlessly marching past her fellow slaves towards the door across the room. So much for getting off with a verbal warning. She wasn't surprised, just disappointed.

As Yuto followed hot on her heels towards the door, she wondered what it would be this time. It was such a minor thing, but it seemed like every slip she made just angered her masters more, leading to worse punishments for even the smallest offenses. She had a bad feeling that things were just stacking and stacking, and before long she'd end up having her entire torso get covered in brands for even the smallest slip.

She reached forward, opening the wooden door, trying to not think about the seemingly inevitable punishment she was about to be put through. It was close to being business as usual at this point.

Opening the door to the outside revealed Hido Sasaki, shocking her out of her numbness. She jumped a bit, eyes going wide. Technically, she was the property of the Sasaki family, which meant her actual master was Hido's father. But she had only seen the man a couple times. Hido tended to be a lot more hands-on when it came to the actual work of the field slaves, and Hikari couldn't help but view him as more of her master than anyone else.

But he'd never take time out of his schedule for a minor punishment. Her heart sank, as she figured that the only reason why Hido would be here would be to oversee an especially harsh punishment. The worst yet, in all likelyhood.

He just stood there, outside the threshold of the door, looking at her. He was probably just a year or two older than her, with dark black hair and a harsh face, a fairly small and compact body.

After a couple beats, Hikari dropped to the ground, going down on one knee, right at the end of the wooden planks that made up the floor inside the slave barracks. She ducked her head down, looking down at the floor, figuring she may as well at least not make it worse for herself.

"Well, at least you're good at a couple things," he said snidely. "In fact, I'm almost tempted to give you a little credit for the last week."

She barely resisted the urge to look up at him. His words were surprising to her, but she was sure the other shoe was about to drop.

He stepped up so he was standing right in front of her. "Don't get me wrong, you've been about as useful as tits on a boar ever since you got here, but at least you know enough to keep your mouth shut. That's more than I can say for some of the other slaves I've seen come through here. Must be killing you, not seeing your brother for a week, but you knew enough to not ask about it."

Hido was certainly right. Her entire life leading up to this point had been one of endless misery, with one silver lining. Taichi, her older brother, had been there with her every step of the way. He looked out for her and did his best to protect her, which she needed now more than ever when given such unreasonable duties. He was built for outdoor work, blessed with strength and endurance, and could cover up her shortcomings in many instances.

And then, without preamble, one morning last week he simply wasn't present during morning roundup. Not all that surprising, except for when he didn't show up for the rest of the day either, or the next day, or the day after...but she knew better than to ask.

"Alright. I suppose that's enough suspense. And this does involve you. Get up and come with me." He turned around and began walking, headed up a small hill, down a line of similar slave barracks. Hikari got to her feet, timidly following Hido up the hill, afraid she knew exactly where they were going.

OOOO

The Sasaki estate was a massive plot of land, absolutely necessary for an empire of farming to thrive, and they needed a massive army of slaves to maintain it. Nine barracks full of free labor, each one crammed full of men and women who lacked the basic human rights everyone else in the world took for granted. There was a tenth barrack just for the slave handlers, a far nicer and better-built structure befitting their position further up the ladder. They actually had beds, decent food, good facilities, entertainment, and everything else that made a place enjoyable to occupy.

Regardless, it was actually the last place a slave wanted to find themselves. The only reason why a slave would be brought to the handler barracks was that they had been so disobedient that only an especially extreme punishment would suffice. The basement was a room of nightmares, filled with instruments of pain and suffering, used only on the slaves who had proven to be so disobedient that the Sasaki's were willing to accept the possibility of the slave dying during his or her punishment. Effectively, to be sent to the basement meant you were either on your last chance, or had just used your last chance.

Hido pulled open the door to the barracks and entered, Hikari quick to follow, with a guard taking up the tail. She didn't bother looking at the furnishings that the room held, knowing it would just make her consider what her own living quarters lacked even more, and simply followed Hido down a simple wooden staircase, sinking down below ground level.

She wasn't surprised that Taichi was down here. She had basically assumed as much after not seeing him for a few days straight. She just didn't know what he could have done to earn it. Taichi was one of the more productive slaves around, and missing his service right near harvest deadlines was something the Sasaki's wouldn't risk unless they had no other choice.

Or perhaps she was applying logic to an illogical situation, and the simple truth was that her masters valued sadism over production.

Hido opened the door at the bottom of the staircase and pushed it open. He stood to the side, eyes on Hikari. She stepped forward, entering the dark room, encased in walls, floors, and ceilings of dark grey stone.

Hido flicked the lights on, and Hikari couldn't supress a gasp. Her stomach flipped. Admittedly, it was good to see that her brother was still alive.

On the other hand, there was...everything else.

Taichi was seated on a simple wooden chair, just a half dozen steps into the room from the door. He had been stripped naked, his impressive physique absolutely covered in sweat. His ankles were strapped to the two front legs of the chair, and his wrists were tied to the armrests. His body was heaving as he panted and wheezed, sucking down quick huffs of air and quickly pushing them out. His trademark large ball of hair was nearly flat on his head, seemingly weighed down with sweat. Every now and then, he would make a wheezing grunt that painted a picture of the kind of pain he was in.

She wanted to run forward and embrace him, try to help him, get him out of the chair, but she was just able to hold back. Hido would decide if and when anything could happen. The last thing she wanted to do was make things worse for her brother. If things could get any worse.

Hido had a bemused smile on his face as he slowly walked towards the bound slave in front of him. "This is one of my favorites. It's almost all psychological, just a little sprinkling of physical stuff."

Hikari swallowed the lump in her throat. What did he mean? What had they done to him? Taichi had always had something of an impressive tolerance for pain, what could have pushed him into this state?

"It's all based on fear and anticipation, you know?" Hido continued, stopping just a step-and-a-half away from Taichi, placing the tip of his shoe on a small, rounded, bronze lump in the floor behind the slave. "I just do it a few times and leave him here, and the mind takes care of the rest." He turned to look at Hikari. "You might not be able to fully relate to this, but...maybe you'll get the general idea."

His foot pressed down, pushing the lump down into the floor. The effect was immediate and horrifying. With a pneumatic hiss, a metal pole suddenly shot out of the ground from right underneath Taichi's chair. She hadn't noticed it was there, since the top of the pole was flush with the floor, but that was the last thing on her mind. The top of the rod, maybe four inches in diameter, rocketed right into Taichi, slamming into the spot right between his legs. Hikari realized that a portion of the bottom of the chair had been cut out, which allowed the rod passage up past it, meaning that it was finding it's mark right in the most unwanted of locations.

She screamed as the rod slammed into Taichi, unable to hold back. Taichi, meanwhile, let loose a haunting screech of pain, a howl of pure agony, body jangling like a marionette in his bonds. Hikari didn't need to possess the same anatomy to understand the intense, inhuman pain that the blast must have inflicted. The rod slowly slid back into the hole in the ground, the top again becoming flush with the floor, ready to shoot upwards again and inflict another strike.

Hikari couldn't keep control of herself. She stepped forward, not thinking about anything except trying to spare her brother a bit of immediate pain. Hido simply pressed his palm into her chest as she tried to run by him and roughly pushed her back, sending her sprawling to the floor.

"You'll make this much worse for both of you," he warned. She took the hint and didn't get up, laying there on the ground, trembling in fear and starting to cry in sympathy at her brother's plight. "You know the amazing part, I've only done that about...five or six times. After the first couple strikes, the victim does the rest." He turned to look at Taichi, who was still groaning in agony, body still twitching as the intense pain that had been pumped through his entire body refused to subside quickly. "He gets left in that chair for days, unable to see the button, ears plugged and unable to hear sound. No idea when the button gets pushed again. Could happen in two seconds, could happen in two days. Could never happen. No warning, no preamble, no chance to brace for it. Just the knowledge that it could happen. They sit there, shaking in fear, body twitching, can't sleep, can't eat, can't do anything but think about what might happen. All we have to do is hit the button every now and then, and they'll torture themselves with thoughts more than we ever could."

Tears streaked down Hikari's cheeks. This was beyond anything she had ever seen before. Nobody deserved such a fate. How could anyone, even someone like Hido, possibly look at this process with admiration or appreciation? Who could possibly sentence someone to such an impossibly cruel fate? She gave out a little squeak, not wanting to speak out of turn but not in complete control of herself right now.

"Of course...they usually don't make much of a recovery," Hido admitted, turning back to look at Hikari. "I mean, the mental damage...spend enough time in the chair and you go insane. At the very least, good luck getting a good night's sleep ever again. And physically, ooh...I've seen one or two just spend the rest of their lives in the fetal position. Mostly they can't sit right ever again, and walking's a pipe dream...it's ugly."

Hikari continued to sob madly, as the gravity of this situation began to weigh even heavier. Hido just continued talking, as if she wasn't, almost like he was giving an educational lecture of the torture. She only half-paid attention, as the puzzle pieces came together in her mind. If this was a torture that would render the victim unable to walk and mentally unhinged, then it surely must be done only to slaves who were already marked to be killed.

"It's not something we use lightly...so you can rest assured, your brother deserved it." Slowly, Taichi began to make quieter noises, settling down into a bubbling series of groans, body still writhing. "Truth be told, you deserve to be sitting right next to him, suffering something just as bad. You're part of this too."

Hikari still wailed madly, but tilted her head up just slightly towards Hido to acknowledge some level of confusion. He raised an eyebrow at her.

"Or maybe you're not?" He shrugged. "Well, you are part of it...maybe you didn't know? Suppose it doesn't matter if you did or not." He turned, pointing at Taichi. "A week ago, he tried to escape in the middle of the night."

Hikari continued to release uncontrollable sobs, but forced herself to quiet down just a bit, wanting to hear exactly how this had happened.

"The odd thing was, he managed to get out of his barrack, but didn't go right for the border," Hido continued. "Escaping the grounds is hard enough when you take the quickest path, but becomes impossible when you go the wrong way. So we caught him trying to break into another barrack. Yours, as it turns out."

Hikari finally began to run out of tears, though the misery and sadness remained, and she was quiet outside of a couple little hiccups.

"So we did what we always do with escapees. Two days of assorted punishments, and back to work." He clapped a couple times. "Happens at least ten to fifteen times a year, I can forgive, let it go, no need to lose a perfectly good slave over one ill-advised escape attempt." He gave his head a slight tilt to the right. "Of course...an hour after we threw him back into the barracks, we caught him making a second attempt. Again, trying to break into your barrack building instead of just high-tailing it towards the roads." He shook his head. "I mean, if he does that, at least he has a CHANCE, I don't understand why someone who actually got that far would get so greedy, you know? I just don't get it. Anyway, at that point, I know we have a lost cause on our hands."

"S-...S-Sir, please," Hikari sobbingly exclaimed, knowing that talking right now was probably a bad idea, but she was desperate to spare Taichi from what seemed to be an inevitable fate. "I...I'll...I'll t-talk to him, he won't ever try to escape again, I s-swear, let me-"

"Oh, you think you need to talk to him?" Hido interrupted, sounding almost amused. He gestured towards him. "Look at him, you think he needs you to tell him to not try escaping again? After he went through this? I could buy him a car, drop him off by the road, and he wouldn't try to escape." He shook his head at Hikari. "Maybe you can't understand thanks to gender, but..." he pointed down at his crotch, "take it from me, I'd never have to worry about anything ever again with him. Besides, how would he even go about that? What, he's gonna roll on his side a half mile to the road?" He waved his hands around in front of him. "Now keep your mouth closed or I'll hit the button again, I'm talking."

Hikari swallowed down hard, the threat more than enough to silence her.

"So I tell Rui, he's all yours, make a game of it, see how long you can keep him alive and in pain, try to break your record, we'll sell his organs to science to try to recoup some of the loss." Hido walked over to Taichi. "Earlier today, I came down here to check in, see if he was still breathing." He gave a small chuckle. "To my amazement, he was doing more than that. He was still able to talk. And I mean full sentences. Usually after a few days in that chair, they've got nothing, but your brother, he just...call it an incredible amount of focus and will on his part, I suppose."

Hikari couldn't take her eyes off her brother's heaving figure. She would have been proud of him for resisting so much pain and torture for as long as he did, if she wasn't completely occupied by terror.

"So he says, he wants you to be moved to indoor duty. He said he tried to escape because he thought you weren't going to last much longer if you were kept in the fields. He was going back to try to get you, that's why he kept trying to get into your barrack. I kind of figured that much." He gave a disbelieving smile. "And then he says, if I moved you to indoor duty, he'd stop trying to escape."

He paused for a couple seconds, then started laughing. She just laid there, on the ground, smart enough to keep quiet. She seriously doubted this was going to lead to a promotion to inside work for her...but it wasn't completely out of the question.

"I mean, the balls on this guy, right? No pun intended," Hido said. "He's talking to me like he has some sort of leverage. Like he's got some grounds to negotiate on. He's strapped to a chair, getting his testicles smashed by a metal rod, and he thinks he can make a deal." He shook his head. "I couldn't decide if I should be furious or in admiration of his boldness." He turned to look at Hikari. "You worked indoors before you got here?"

Hikari couldn't believe it. Was he actually going to take Taichi up on his offer? Was all this going to get her back inside, where she might actually have a chance? She quickly nodded, afraid to actually open her mouth.

"W-well, I mean, don't think for a second that you're getting moved inside," Hido said dismissively, dashing Hikari's hopes instantly. "I give him what he wants, who knows what the slaves are going to start asking for next, not dealing with that. Worst thing you can do is give a slave a scrap of kindness, they'll start expecting it." He pointed at Hikari. "You are going to either figure out how to pull your weight in the field or end up a corpse, that's all there is to it."

Hikari felt like a ten pound weight had dropped down to the pit of her stomach. That was that. Taichi was about to die. She had been brought down here to be forced to watch. Or maybe she was next, just for the crime of being the reason why Taichi tried to escape.

"But he did give me a bit of an idea," Hido continued. "So...don't call it a deal. Call it a...challenge." He cleared his throat and leveled his gaze back at Hikari. "I'm hosting a card game tomorrow with my friends. I'll need a slave in the room, ready to fill food and drink orders, or whatever requests get made. Akari's filled that role for me for a couple years now, but she snapped two days ago out of nowhere." He gave a cartoonish shrug. "Grabbed a knife in the kitchen, tried to attack my mother with it, and when that didn't work, she killed herself with it." He rotated his left index finger in little circles by his left ear. "Sakura would have been the backup girl, but I can't have her either, her nose is leaking snot like a faucet right now, disgusting." He scowled. "Gonna have to bake it out of her in the hotbox. So, my options are thin. But you've done things like this before, and you look the part, so I suppose you're the best I've got."

Hikari's gaze danced back and forth between Taichi and Hido. If Hido was annoyed by her focus clearly not being fully on him, he didn't indicate it. She just couldn't help it, even as she knew that it might get her in trouble.

"So, you're going to wait on the card game tomorrow. Kneel on the floor, don't make a sound, snap up the moment anyone asks you to do something, and follow instructions to the letter. If you do it perfectly...and I mean that quite literally...he lives." He pointed back at Taichi. "You two get to go back out to work in the fields, and he gets one last chance at life, that I'm sure he'll appreciate it very deeply." His expression hardened. "Any slipups, and you're both done. I'll drag you down here and force you to watch Rui finish him off, then I'll give you to my brother and tell him to have fun."

Hikari audibly gulped, but was quick to nod her head up and down. Not that it was really a request that she could decline, but it was better than nothing.

"Good," he said curtly. "You sleep down here tonight, some of the maids will come get you tomorrow to clean you up. I'd spend your time visualizing yourself handling your tasks perfectly tomorrow."

With that, he stepped forward and roughly grabbed Hikari by the shoulder. She had all the strength of a rag doll at this point, and Hido had no problem dragging her over towards one of the steel doors built into the wall. He opened the large door with his right hand, then shoved her into the cell with his left. She slipped and fell to the floor, falling in a pile in the center of the small cell.

She didn't protest as Hido slammed the steel door shut and locked it. Didn't jump up and run to the door to pound on it. She didn't have the energy to even put up this half-assed attempt at a struggle. Seeing her older brother in such a state, hearing the impossibly large stakes of tomorrow...she was more than happy to curl up into a ball and quietly sob to herself until she fell asleep. 


	2. Overbetting

Chapter 2: Overbetting

AN: I'll be jumping right into the deep end of the pool with poker stuff. If you find yourself a bit confused or lost, I'll certainly be presenting things in a more accessible manner down the line.

I'm just adjusting to using the Japanese names of the characters, hopefully it goes well. In this fic, I'm using their dub names as nicknames for a few of the characters, just so that's clear now.

OOO

The incessant clicking and clattering was starting to get to Hikari. And that was quite an achievement, given how occupied her mind currently was with her circumstances.

She was inside the Sasaki manor, finally, occupying the role of table servant as she had been told. This seemed to be the game room, occupied by various tables with assorted objects on top of them. Other colorful objects were put up on the walls. She didn't know what any of it was or how it was used, and she certainly wasn't going to care right now. Also sporadically placed on the walls were decorations, paintings and trinkets, none of which Hikari had the time nor the mindset to really look at.

Only one of the tables was occupied at the moment, a large oval-shaped one near the entrance to the room with chairs all around it. The surface was covered in a green felt. Each chair was occupied by a well-dressed young adult. Hikari had been told to kneel on the floor a couple feet away from the table, keep her head down, and be ready to jump up the moment anyone had an order for her.

They were all playing a card game. How the game worked was the last thing Hikari cared about right now. It involved a stack of cards, and each player had several stacks of small, circular chips in front of them.

And it was those damned chips that were causing her aggravation. Most of the players constantly played with their chips, clicking them against each other, stacking them, re-stacking them, every action coming with a series of obnoxious sounds.

Of course, she wasn't nearly dumb enough to complain about it.

"Glass of the dark, the four and a half percent," a voice came from the table. Hikari immediately jumped up, briskly walking over to the near corner of the room. Several large wooden barrels with metal taps near the bottoms were positioned there, with stacks of upside-down drinking glasses next to them. She grabbed one of the glasses and moved to the third barrel from the left, labeled '4.5% DARK'. She twisted the tap and a stream of dark liquid poured out from the tap and into the glass.

When the glass was filled to capacity, she turned the tap off, a head of foam topping the container of liquid. She quickly walked it over to the table, careful to not spill a drop.

"Right over here," one of the players said, waving his hand at her. A thin young man with a clean head of blue hair. His hairstyle actually made her think of her own a little bit. As she quickly took the glass over to him, she examined the occupants of the table for the first time.

Hido, of course, was there. The rest she had never seen before. To the right of the blue-haired one who had just placed the order, there was a woman, big thick glasses on her face, long lavender hair reaching her shoulders. Next to her was a tall man with slightly dark skin, an unlit cigarette held between his lips. A man with short blond hair, a large man with a bald head, a blonde-haired woman with a large chest, a dark-skinned man with very short black hair, and a short woman with a brown ponytail. All of them wore expensive-looking clothing. Not too different from the sorts of people she would frequently see when she was serving her previous masters.

Without lingering too much on thoughts of examining the people she was serving tonight, she got the glass over to the blue-haired man. He took it, a small smile cast her way before he turned his attention back to the table.

"I was intentionally flatting and hoping someone would squeeze," Hido said, tossing two cards over towards the woman with the brown ponytail. "I had this great plan, and of course, she just has to have aces." He gestured over towards the girl with lavender hair, scowling.

"Honestly, I'm impressed you didn't get felted," said the blond man. "Good pot control, could have easily gone broke with queens in that spot."

Hido growled. "Why would you say that, Takeru? W-why would you say something like that?"

"No, I'm serious, checking the flop saved you quite a bit of money," Takeru insisted. "I-it's a good play."

"Yeah, good play." Hido rolled his eyes. The woman with the brown ponytail, holding the stack of cards, began distributing them out to the players face down, moving around the table. "I'm stuck eighteen thousand already tonight, I wanna hear someone tell me about how good I played it to save seven thousand? No, to hell with that!"

Takeru gave a small grimace. "Okay, okay, sorry."

The blonde woman flipped her two cards over towards the woman holding the stack of cards, keeping them face down. "So anyway, I just thought it was a weird thing to say, he didn't even have to say it."

The man with short black hair also tossed his two cards towards the middle of the table. "You know, I wonder if he's right. Thinking about it, I don't know if you're losing anything, but you might gain some exposure."

"I mean, maybe. Don't you think some people might find feet gross? I think some people do," she replied.

"Raise it to six hundred," Hido said, seemingly not a part of the conversation at hand, tossing a green chip and a white chip towards the center of the table.

Hikari went back to her spot on the floor, kneeling and waiting for another order. Listening to these people engage in such casual conversation made her feel all the worse. She was literally serving this table for her life and her brother's life, and the people right next to her had no clue how high the stakes were for her. And if they did know, they probably wouldn't even care. Hearing them joking around and talking about things she had no understanding of and playing a game just hammered all this home.

Earlier in the day, while a couple of older women had helped her clean up, she had put things together. There was no winning here. Taichi was obviously in no shape to do much of anything, much less work efficiently, and wouldn't be for quite some time. There was no such thing as medical leave, or any half-decent medical care, for slaves. Hikari could see Hido playing a sadistic little game that couldn't be won. Surely, even if she performed her serving duties to his satisfaction, he'd just let Taichi prove himself completely incapable of working before disposing of him anyway. And as for what would happen with her, she wasn't sure.

She still felt like she needed to give her best effort to please Hido, just to have a chance. But she had a feeling there was no scenario where Taichi made it out with his life. And her feeling of extreme helplessness was only increased by hearing such casual banter.

OOO

~Takeru~

"Sure, but it's not like the photos are focusing on the feet specifically, they're just present in the picture." Takeru grabbed a green chip and a white chip from the many stacks in front of him and tossed them towards the center of the table. "I think most people wouldn't even really think about it, but if you're into it, it might draw your attention a little more."

"Are you complaining about it? Do you not like it?" Ken asked.

"Oh, no, definitely not, it's not a problem. I don't even like wearing shoes," Daisy said, tucking a couple strands her long blonde hair behind her right ear. "It was just kind of a funny thing to say, I thought. He could have just said, take your shoes off for the photoshoot, and I wouldn't have even thought about it. But he chooses to specifically say that he believes that a lot of people have a bit of a foot fetish and don't want to admit it."

"Two players," Juliet announced, taking the first card off the top of the deck in her hand and setting it to the side, then taking the next three cards off the top and setting them face-up on the center of the table next to each other.

Nine of clubs, nine of diamonds, four of diamonds.

Juliet gestured towards Hido, who took a few seconds to observe the cards before making a move towards his pile of chips. "Eight hundred." He tossed a green chip and three white chips to the middle of the table.

Juliet turned to Takeru, gesturing now to him.

"So when do the advertisements actually get put up?" Sammy asked, pulling the unlit cigarette from his mouth for a second before putting it back in.

"I think about three weeks, they'll put the posters up in the stores. They'll show up in magazines next month."

"I still feel like it's a big scam," Miyako chimed in. "They'll take those photos you did for them and they might use them thousands of times over multiple years. Getting paid a flat fee is bullshit."

Daisy rolled her eyes. "Oh yeah, so terrible, I only got paid twenty-five grand for one day of work, I feel so wronged."

"Twenty-five grand?" Daryl repeated from the seat to the left of Daisy. "I would have guessed five at best, that's pretty incredible."

"Well, they can't mess around with me because of my mother," Daisy pointed out. "It's not worth saving a few thousand dollars if it means possibly irritating her."

"I have a hard time picturing your mom getting upset about anything. That's just kind of a hard thing to imagine from what I've seen of her," Yuma said with a small laugh.

"That's because you never saw her near the end of her first marriage," Daisy said, grimacing slightly.

During the conversation, Takeru had been staring at the flop, shuffling some chips together with the fingers of his right hand. He grabbed two black chips from the top of one of the stacks in front of him, followed by three white ones from another stack. He could sense Hido starting to frown as he put the small handful of chips together.

"Pot," he said quietly, tossing the five chips into the middle. The moment they hit the felt, Hido slammed the table hard with his right fist.

"LITERALLY every time the flop is paired tonight, he has trips!" he snapped. The light conversation around the table stopped, everyone looking at Hido.

"W-what happened?" Yuma asked. "What's going on?"

Hido gritted his teeth, looking over at the chips Takeru had just put in. "Fourth time tonight, we've been playing for less than a hour, he has it again!"

"Wow, I was totally not even paying attention," Miyako said, leaning in to look at the flop. "What's the deal?"

Hido sighed. "I bluffed on a flop that was good to bluff on, and he has a nine." He quickly took his two cards and tossed them over to Juliet. "Every time the flop is paired, he has trips. Fourth time tonight. Like, every time I bluff, I run into a monster."

"One thing I noticed, is that every time you're in a hand, and someone else is in the same hand, they always have a better hand than you," Daisy said dryly, trying to not laugh as she said it.

"Yeah. It does seem like that, doesn't it?" Hido said.

"Okay, does everyone except Hido realize Daisy is trolling him, or does Hido realize it too and is just playing along?" Ken asked, earning a disdainful look from Hido. The entire table shared a small laugh as Juliet pushed the pile of chips in the middle over to Takeru.

"I'm actually offended that you don't think I have it in me to bluff you in that spot," Takeru said as he began stacking the chips by color in front of him.

Hido needed a second to consider Takeru's words before turning to him, eyes widening, realizing what had happened. Takeru took his two cards and flipped them face up on the table, exposing the seven of spades and the two of hearts.

"Ohhhh shit!" Daryl said, jumping up from his seat and clapping. "You were floating him preflop with seven deuce, that's sick!"

"Oh, that's pure!" Akira said, grinning widely. Juliet took the two cards back into the deck, shuffling it.

"Wow," Hido said under his breath. "Called a preflop raise with seven deuce. Didn't raise me, called me."

"That's two hundred from everyone," Takeru said, motioning his finger around at the table. Each player grabbed two white chips from their respective stacks and tossed them over to Takeru, with Hido taking his time. "Come on buddy, we're playing the bounty, we agreed before we started."

Hido grunted, before quickly grabbing two white chips and throwing them in front of Takeru. He took the bounty and stacked the chips in front of him.

"I just can't believe you tried it on Hido," Miyako said, holding her hands over her chest, still in slight surprise. "You're always talking about how he's such a calling station, I just thought you'd never try to bluff him."

"I was only gonna try it if the flop was dry," Takeru said, unable to not grin at his own tricky play. "And I knew if I raised preflop he was just going to ship it with anything decent."

"I had ace king of spades," Hido grunted as Juliet began dealing the cards again. "If I had any pocket pair bigger than a ten, I'm snap-calling, how can you try that move?" He still sounded disbelieving that he had been had so badly.

"I know you're on tilt, so your range is wider," Takeru said coolly as he looked down at his cards. Nine of hearts, five of spades. "And you're incredibly unbalanced on paired flops." The action folded around to him, only Yuma having entered the hand so far, and he threw his hand into the muck as well. "Fold."

"What do you mean?" Hido asked, turning to Takeru, interest piqued.

Takeru gave a small sigh. "I shouldn't be telling you this, since it's a huge leak in your game that I can exploit, but it's kind of sad at this point. So I will." He turned to Hido.

"To five hundred," Daisy said, tossing one green chip towards the middle of the table.

"You always bet paired flops, like eighty percent of the time," Takeru said. "It's just this massive leak in your game. I know you're bluffing most of the time and I can just push you over."

"You're feeling nice today, TK," Sammy said. "I would never have told him. Not in a hundred years."

"Well, it's just starting to depress me almost. He does it over and over again, and thinks people can't pick up on it."

"Two players," Juliet said, again burning a card before flipping the next three over. Jack of diamonds, ace of diamonds, nine of clubs. Daisy quickly tapped her fingers on the table a couple times, checking over to Yuma.

"That play's never going to work unless you're balanced," Takeru continued. "If it's a good flop for you to bluff, it's just as good a flop for me to bluff too."

Hido gave a little grunt of annoyance before standing up. "I'm just gonna go rebuy now." He turned towards a cabinet against the wall, near where the servant girl was kneeling. Yuma tapped the table with his fingers a few times as well.

"Rebuying after forty-five minutes," Ken muttered as Hido opened the cabinet and grabbed a rack of various-colored chips. "Sometimes there's just nothing you can do."

Another card from the top of the deck was discarded, and the next one was flipped up next to the first three. Three of clubs.

"Hey, everyone in this game has had to rebuy faster than that at least a few times," Hido retorted, bringing the rack over and flipping it on it's side, letting the chip stacks fall out onto the table. "Don't tell me I'm wrong, I know for a fact people have had to rebuy after two hands on multiple occasions."

Takeru turned to look over at the servant girl on the floor. "Water, and some peanuts." Immediately, she jumped up to her feet and made her way over into the near corner. Takeru sized her up, noting the ginger gait she had, almost as if she was in pain, and the tremendous rush she was in to fill the glass with water.

Daisy silently tossed four white chips into the middle of the table.

"Four hundred," Juliet said, turning to Yuma.

"New girl? Haven't seen her before," Takeru asked, turning to look at Hido.

"And you won't see her again," Hido replied tartily. "She's just filling in for the night, since the house slaves around here are a bunch of worthless cows."

"I think the role fits her," Takeru said as she raced back over, carrying the glass and a small bowl of nuts. He felt a small twinge of some discomfort, getting to look at her straight on. Her motions seemed robotic and forced, eyes almost unfocused. He had been around thousands of slaves in his life, and rarely were they all that happy with their lot in life, but this one in particular looked pathetic and hopeless. It wasn't a pretty thing to look at. "She makes sense doing something like this."

Yuma tossed his cards towards Juliet, surrendering the hand, and the small pile of chips was sent over to Daisy.

"Well, she's a field slave. And after today, she'll be going back to the field, and that's that," Hido said, finality in his voice, turning to shoot Hikari a look as she kneeled back on the floor.

"I gave you such a good price and everything, I wanted you to call so bad!" Daisy said with a wry little grin, pushing her cards over to Juliet. "Such a big hand I had, I wanted you to raise!"

"Ace jack of clubs?" Takeru said without breaking stride.

Daisy blinked down hard a couple times. "Oh my God, he reads me when he's not even paying attention, I must be so bad at this game."

"No you're not," Takeru said. "It's just kind of obvious." He cleared his throat as Juliet shuffled the deck.

Moments later, a new hand was dealt out, each player getting two cards as always. "So anyway, what does she do out in the field?"

Hido scoffed in annoyance. "What all the other field slaves do. You know how a farm works, right?" Hido threw his two cards back over to Juliet.

Takeru rubbed his chin, looking back over at the slave girl. She was shaking a bit. "I...she just doesn't really look the part."

"Make it...six hundred to go," Ken said, tossing a green chip and white chip into the center of the table.

"Well, we bought her to work in the field, so that's what she's going to do, or else," Hido said, visibly agitated. "Are you taking a survey? Do you actually give a shit for some reason?"

Miyako and Sammy folded their cards back over to Juliet. Takeru finally took a look at his two cards. King of clubs, king of spades.

"I just think it's a little odd," Takeru said casually, taking his time with the decision of calling or raising. "Out there she must be...half as productive as the others." He leaned back and looked over at her. "No offense meant, sorry."

She looked up and over at him, bewilderment and confusion painted on her face.

Hido glanced at her out of the corner of his eye, causing her to quickly look away. "You're right on that one. Useful as tits on a boar out there," he grumbled. "But if she doesn't find a way to pick things up, it'll be her who suffers, not me."

"I understand," Ken said, propping his right elbow on the edge of the table and putting his palm against his cheek. "It's kind of like when you have a poker hand that you know is losing, but you call the bet anyway." Ken gave a small smirk. "You know, like a...calling station might do."

The whole table minus Hido gave a good laugh at this. Even Hido couldn't resist a small smile after a moment, begrudgingly acknowledging the humor.

"Okay, that was actually a little funny," Hido conceded. "Not THAT funny, though." He looked back at the slave girl. "She was one of the slaves getting sold when the Ripley estate had that big sale a handful of months ago. We needed a couple new field hands, so I bought her brother. They told me that if I bought her as well, they'd discount me a third of the price. Not turning down value like that."

"It's not value if she's only giving you half production out there," Sammy said, taking the cigarette and tucking it behind his right ear. "TK, it's on you."

"I know," Takeru said, taking a black chip and a green chip from the large pile in front of him. "Raise to fifteen hundred."

"Yikes," Daryl said, quickly folding his hand over to Juliet. Those acting behind quickly followed suit, the turn quickly going back to Ken.

"Aw man. This sucks," Ken lamented. "I don't know what to do. It's just me and him, right?"

"Yup," Miyako replied. "Nine hundred to call."

Ken sighed. "Pot's already...twenty-four hundred." He grimaced, looking over at Takeru. "I don't want to play a bloated pot out of position with the chip leader."

"What does it matter if he's the chip leader?" Sammy asked. "It's a cash game, you can just rebuy if he busts you."

"Yeah, but I don't want to get busted either way!" Ken objected. "Besides, I...actually didn't bring any more money with me today."

"Yeah, and your credit is obviously no good here," Yuma said dryly. "We all think you're broke, you definitely can't just rebuy and promise to bring the cash next time."

"Maybe he accidentally set those truckloads of money he has back home on fire," Daisy followed up on Yuma's joke. "One of his little science experiments goes wrong, millions goes up in flames!"

"Okay, either way, I'd rather not have to rebuy, and this spot is just gross," Ken said. "I can't fold either, I have such a good hand, this might be my best hand for the next two hours for all I know!" He grimaced. "How much you got there, TK?"

Takeru surveyed the depths of his chip stacks. "Uh...I've got like...fifty-five grand behind."

"See, he's already doubled up today." Ken looked over his smaller stack of chips. "I've got like...twenty-eight thousand. I could double up through him and he'd still have a small profit on the day, that's what's so sick about it."

"If you do double up, why would you even care about that?" Hido asked.

"Point is, I can't even really hurt him, but he can hurt me." Ken sighed again. "I'm tempted to just shove. At least then I don't have to play out of position." He looked back over at Takeru. "Alright." He grabbed a green chip and four white chips and tossed them into the middle. "I call."

"Two players," Juliet said quietly, taking the chips into the middle of the table.

"And for the record, Hido, I kind of like her too," Ken said, gesturing his head over towards the slave girl. "She looks nice, she fits the role well."

Miyako gave Ken a dirty look. "Seriously? I mean, I'm right here."

"Oh, don't be like that," Ken said dismissively. "I just...I think I like her more than the usual girl when we play here." He shrugged. "Don't take it too seriously."

Juliet put down the flop. Two of spades, two of diamonds, two of clubs.

"Oh, this is gross," Ken said, smirking despite himself. He reached forward to tap the table. "I don't like that flop. I check, please bet so I can fold." He turned to Miyako. "Honey, if he bets, you have to make me fold."

"Check," Takeru said, looking over at Juliet. "Come on, we both know that whatever you have, that was a great flop, don't even try that."

"Yeah, I know, it's a great flop for my hand, that's why I hate it!" Ken said. "You're not getting me to bet, I'm not betting! I check in the dark."

Juliet put down the turn card. Queen of spades.

TK looked down at the community cards, clasping his hands in front of his face, in thought.

"Just to be firm," Hido suddenly interjected. "To close the matter. Ken, I don't tell your family how to put together computers. TK, I don't tell your family how to run their casino." He pointed over at the servant girl. "She's a field slave. That's how we use her, that's what she's going to do, and if she can't keep up, then she'll pay the price. End of discussion."

Takeru popped a few peanuts into his mouth. "Fair enough." He grabbed two black chips from the top of one of his stacks. "Two grand." He tossed them towards the middle of the table.

"Oof," Ken said, a nervous smile on his face as he looked at the community cards. "Two thousand."

"Is this where I'm supposed to make you fold?" Miyako asked sarcastically.

Ken grimaced. "Technically, yes. But I'm getting better than two and a half to one on my money, I can't fold now." He grabbed a stack of black chips and began playing with them on the table, shuffling them around. "I might even need to raise."

The rest of the table had gone silent at this point, watching the action develop between the two.

"I can't fold," Ken muttered. "Okay, you know what?" He took two of the black chips he was playing with and tossed them into the middle. "I just call."

Seven thousand three hundred in the pot," Akira said under his breath. "Wish I could be part of it."

Juliet discarded the top card, then put down the river. Seven of diamonds.

"I check," Ken said quickly, pointing over at Takeru. "Now give me a good price and I'll pay you off. Go on, take my money."

"I'm all-in," Takeru said immediately, drawing a gasp from Miyako and a little shocked yelp from Daisy.

"No, you're not!" Sammy said, looking over at Takeru. "Oh, I love you guys. This is so beautiful."

"More than triple the pot?" Daisy said in disbelief. "The heck is going on here?"

"NOW can I make you fold?" Miyako asked, looking back at Ken, who looked shocked at the immediate shove from Takeru. "I think I might make you fold regardless of what you say."

"H-hold on," Ken said, grabbing more black chips and beginning to play with them, stacking and cutting them repeatedly on the table. "Now I'm not sure."

"So you have something?" Hido asked. "You're last to act no matter what, you can say whatever now."

"Yes, I have something." Ken put his hand up to his mouth. "If he bets four or five thousand, it's an easy call. If he bets eight or ten thousand, it's an easy fold. Twenty-six thousand, I don't know." He shook his head. "Now I'm wondering if he has ten-nine or jack-ten and is just trying to buy the pot." He looked up at the ceiling. "He might have jack high."

"You can beat jack high?" Daisy asked, a bit of sarcasm in her voice.

"I have jack high crushed," Ken said. "Yeah, I may as well just say what my hand is at this point, right?"

"Everyone knows your hand already," Takeru said. "Unless you're just messing around."

"What's my hand?" Ken asked.

"Well, it's either ace queen or king queen," Takeru replied. "Anything else and this whole hand makes no sense."

Ken grabbed his two cards. "Guess it doesn't matter now," he said, flipping them face up on the table, exposing the ace of hearts and the queen of hearts.

"Oh, you have a queen?" Daryl said, looking over at Ken's cards. "Well what are you waiting for?"

"Can I have those cards?" Yuma said. "I want those cards, I'll snap-call with them."

Ken stretched his back out. "Hold on, I need a second."

"This is kind of a big moment, so I'd appreciate it if you guys didn't talk strategy with him while the hand is alive," Takeru said. "Just, you know, it's on him."

Ken sighed heavily. "He knows what my hand is. He puts me all in for more than triple the pot." He licked his lips, then took a drink out of his glass of beer. "Doesn't mean he can beat it. If he thought I had a queen, he'd think I wouldn't be able to fold it. So he'd go for maximum value. Of course, he knows that I know that, so he could be bluffing."

Takeru reached over and took a sip from his glass of water, letting Ken ponder his decision.

"Oh man. This sucks," Ken said. "I'm gonna be genuinely mad if I call and he shows seven-two offsuit again." He ran his fingers through his blue hair. "That'd be pretty dirty." He leaned forward towards the board. "Okay. Aces, kings, queens, sevens, any hand with a deuce in it. Can't beat any of those hands. If he has a queen, we split the pot. What else would he do this with?"

"I love watching this stuff," Daisy said, a small smile on her face. "The two greatest poker minds around, going back and forth in a big pot."

Ken gave a small chuckle. "Yeah, I wish. If I had the best poker mind around, I would have made the right decision by now. Okay, any other hand is a bluff. He wouldn't do this with two jacks unless he was turning them into a bluff. So...all I can beat is a bluff." He looked up at Takeru. "He could definitely be bluffing. That overbet looks like it could be."

Ken looked down at his chip stack. "If I fold I'm still up two hundred tonight." He shook his head. "I really just think he has aces or kings. It's just, he checked the flop, would you do that with aces or kings?" After a couple more seconds, he picked up his two cards and threw them towards Juliet.

"Oh my god, he threw it away," Sammy said in mild shock. "He threw away a double-up."

"How do you fold that freaking hand?!" Yuma said.

Ken grabbed two white chips from his pile. "TK, I'll give you two hundred to show me what you had."

"If he has seven deuce, he'll show anyway," Miyako pointed out.

"I don't have seven deuce," Takeru said quickly. "I think."

Ken gave a disbelieving little head shake. "Okay. I'll give you two hundred to show. If you show seven deuce, the two hundred counts as the bounty."

"Why would I lie at this point? Hand's over. And I can't believe you folded, I missed out on so much value." With a shrug, he flipped over his two cards, exposing the two black kings.

"Wow!" Daryl gasped. "He nailed it!"

Ken tossed two white chips over to Takeru, then put his hands up in the air. "Best laydown of the night!"

Juliet pushed the pot over to Takeru, who quickly began stacking them in front of him. "I can't believe you got away from that, I overbet thinking you'd call anything." He shrugged. "Should have just bet five thousand."

"I never could have folded that hand, I can't lie," Daisy said. "I think if it's anyone else in that situation, it's a call."

"Hey honey!" Ken turned to Miyako. "I was supposed to go broke that hand!" He pointed over at Takeru. "But he forgot one thing. I can dodge bullets, baby!"

Hido turned to look at the servant girl. "Hey," he said, causing her to jump to her feet. "The green bottle in the cabinet on the bottom shelf. Pour out eight shots."

"Oh, finally we get comped a little bit here," Sammy said, peering over Miyako's head to look at the girl following her orders. "What, you mix some stuff in your bathtub?"

"That's Cada Elixir, so I don't want to hear you complain about the 'comps' around here again after today," Hido said.

"Trying to get everyone drunk so you have a chance to win," Ken said wryly. "I gotta admit, I respect the strategy."

Takeru turned to look at Hikari, getting eight shot glasses out on a brass tray. Still the same forced, robotic movements from her, if anything more pronounced now. Perhaps having half the room talking about her had shaken her even more.

"That bottle is worth more than your life," Hido snapped over at her as she popped the cork out of the top of the bottle. "You spill one drop, I'll chop off your hands."

Takeru raised an eyebrow, glancing over at Hido before looking back to her. She certainly carried herself like someone who was facing extreme punishment if she slipped up in the slightest, so her demeanor made a little more sense.

"My father made a deal with the Cada breweries and they gave us a bunch of vintage bottles as a gift. He gave me this one, said it might be a nice thing to share with you guys." He smirked. "Don't know why, you guys are such pricks to me all the time."

"We're all pricks to everyone," Daryl countered. "It's just your turn in the barrel. TK, on you."

Takeru turned back to the table and looked down at his two cards. Jack of spades, six of spades. He tossed them back over to Juliet, turning back to watch the girl carefully carry a tray of full shot glasses over towards the table.

OOO

"I think that's one of the best days anyone's ever had at this game," Daisy marveled as Takeru lined his stacks of chips up in front of him. "What did you end up with?"

"I think this is the best I've ever done playing with you guys. At least top three," Takeru agreed. "Looks like...one hundred and twenty two thousand, six hundred."

"You nearly...quintupled up," Hido said, nodding to himself. "Credit where credit is due."

Sammy stood up. "Did anyone else profit today? I know I definitely didn't."

Juliet reached into a large wooden chest underneath the table, filled with stacks of green slips of paper about three inches thick, held together by rubber bands. She took out five of them and brought them up to the table. She tossed four of them over to Takeru, then undid the rubber band on the fifth.

"Thank you so much, you were great tonight." Takeru watched her count out bills from the fifth stack, removing twenty-four bills and giving Takeru the remainder. Takeru quickly took five of the bills and tossed them back to Juliet.

"Thank you so much, sir," Juliet replied, taking the five hundred dollars and slipping it into a pocket on the chest of her shirt.

"Yeah, you should tip her well tonight," Yuma said, standing up from the table and stretching out. "I'm at...seventeen thousand, eight hundred." Down over eight grand, I actually feel kind of lucky anyway."

Juliet reached back down into the chest, grabbing a stack.

"So what's your bankroll now?" Daisy asked, standing up as well and moving around the table, closer to Takeru. "Gotta be pretty good."

"Uh...like eight fifty," Takeru answered. "Not counting this, so...now it's nine seventy, about."

"How is it not way more?" Miyako asked, counting her own chips out. "I feel like I've lost more than that to you over the years. Like, just me."

TK snickered. "Yeah, I wish." He shrugged, shoving the large handfuls of money into a small bag looped around the back of his chair. "Sometimes I lose too, you know. Sometimes I run bad, sometimes I get unlucky, sometimes I play bad. And sometimes I spend some of my bankroll."

"On what?" Yuma asked, also doing a final count of his stack.

"Stuff. When I want something, and I have to exchange money to acquire it," Takeru stood up, looping the bag over his shoulder, then stretching his arms up above his head. "You know, how capitalism works."

"Yeah, but out of your bankroll?" Yuma continued. "Your dad sounds like a bit of a tightwad sometimes, but making you buy your own stuff with your bankroll?"

"Well, I like buying things with my money, it makes me feel good. And obviously I can afford it," Takeru countered.

"So...if you were like every other kid with wealthy parents in the world and just had them buy you everything, what do you think your bankroll would be?" Daisy asked. "Like, your culmulative poker profit."

Takeru thought for a moment, pursing his lips. "Probably around...three million."

"That's a little more believable," Miyako said.

"So if you run decently over the next month, you'll be able to do One Drop this year," Yuma said, mouth curled up into a small grin.

Takeru gave a little hiccuping laugh. "Oh yeah, One Drop, I'm all over that, brilliant idea."

"What, you're not doing One Drop?" Akira asked, standing up and putting his hands in his pockets.

"Gee, let me think. A million dollar buy-in, like twenty people cash at best. Yeah, I'll pass." Takeru took another drink from his half-empty glass of water.

"But what if I do One Drop?" Daisy asked, putting her hands up on her chest. "It's like, I'm gonna do One Drop and you're not even though you're ten times the player I am?"

"You're not doing One Drop," Takeru said.

"Maybe I will!" Daisy enthused. "Between the photoshoots and the commercials and the TV show cameos, the money adds up! I could sell half my share to my mom or something, maybe sell pieces of it to some others, I could come up with a few hundred thousand and sell the rest."

"But would you want to?" Akira countered. "Only the top twenty percent cash, and there's no dead money in a tournament like that."

"There'd be dead money in if I was in it," Daisy said jokingly.

"Oh, don't be like that," Takeru chided. "You're not dead money. Although there is definitely dead money in One Drop. Always a handful of billionaires who just want to gamble. But, yeah, don't do One Drop, seriously."

"What if each of us bought ten percent of your stake?" Sammy asked. "Come on, you should do it if that happens."

"I'm not giving Takeru a hundred grand, so that's out of the question," Hido quickly stated. "He's taken enough of my money."

"I'm not doing One Drop," Takeru said, finality in his voice. "I might do every other event this year though." He looked over at the servant girl on the floor. "Oh, and you were great tonight too, thanks."

She snapped her head up to look up at him, face blank, mouth agape slightly at being directly addressed. He smiled at her and winked, on a certain level enjoying her confusion. Hopefully, he had just made her day, or at least given her something different to experience, even if it was something small.

"Alright, alright," Hido said, pointing towards the door. "I'm down fifty grand tonight, so I can only play a gracious host for so long. Everyone go so I can go break something."

Takeru had his eyes on the girl as Hido officially ended the game night, and definitely saw her eyes widen a bit. She started to shake again as well. Takeru didn't need a calculator to put two and two together. Nor did he need one to add up a few other things in his head.

It was just so hard to tell right now, she looked so worn and scared. The months of hard labor outside definitely showed, her skin blotchy and discolored, her hair stringy. But maybe there was a nice looking girl underneath all of that, hidden by the abuse and poor utilization of her skillset.

And something struck a nerve with Takeru specifically. He was used to seeing people who were far less fortunate in life than he was, and it didn't really effect him anymore, but this girl...she looked so pathetic, it was almost like she was part of a different species that experienced a different array of emotions.

"Yo!"

Takeru snapped up, looking over to find Hido standing to his left, waving his hand towards him. "U-uh..."

"That's you too, high roller! Especially you actually, you're the one who got most of the money I lost." He waved both hands towards the door. "See you in a couple days, I need to lick my wounds privately."

Takeru looked around the game room, finding that everyone else had already grabbed their things, cashed out, and left. He had zoned out, looking at the servant girl for what must have been at least a few minutes.

"And what's your obsession with her?" Hido questioned. "Seriously, you got a thing for dirty, small, incompetent brunettes with bad skin now?"

Takeru put his hands in his pockets, turning to look at Hido. "I'll play you for her."

Hido stopped mid-wave towards the door, arms freezing mid-sweep. "I-I'm sorry, what?"

"Her," he pointed at the girl. He noted with satisfaction that she had turned to look at him, eyes wide as saucers, mouth agape. Part of him almost thought of it as a game, giving her surprise after surprise. But he wasn't just trying to get a reaction. "I'll play you heads up for her."

Hido stared at Takeru, forehead wrinkled and eyebrow raised. He glanced over to the girl, then back to him. "I mean, are you serious right now?"

"Yeah," Takeru said, shrugging, acting as if this wasn't an odd offer. "Just you and me, we play a freezeout. You said earlier that that bottle of vintage liqour was worth more than her. That bottle goes for about ten grand, so she's...probably eight?" He nodded. "I'll put up fifteen for her."

"Uh..." Hido said, trying to find words. He pointed at her with his thumb. "I mean, you can see her, right? You're looking at her right now, aren't you?"

"Sure am," Takeru answered, a thin smile on his face. "We play heads up, if you beat me I'll give you fifteen thousand dollars, if I beat you you give me her. You ran bad tonight, here's a chance to make some of it back with reduced risk on your part."

Hido's mouth twitched, fighting to make sense of this. The three people in the room kept glancing at each other, heads rotating around on swivels.

"W...why?" Hido asked. "You're telling me that this girl is worth fifteen grand to you? What is this?"

Takeru shrugged. "I think I can use her. I think I can utilize her better than you can. And she's obviously worth less than that to you, so it's a good offer for you."

"You don't need a doctor to examine her? You don't want to test her?" Hido asked, still wary of this strange offer.

"Yeah, we'll skip all that. Fifteen grand, no inspection. You wanna do it?" Takeru looked back down at her, not even one percent of the wholesale shock having left her expression.

"Uh...I mean, yeah, I'll do it, but...I gotta run it past my father." He pointed over his shoulder. "Technically she's his slave, but I imagine he'll be fine with it." He began backing towards the door. "Give me a few minutes."

He turned and quickly exited the room, taking larger steps than usual, closing the door behind him. Takeru turned to look down at the girl, again giving her a sly little smile.

The room was dead silent for a few seconds, broken only when Takeru took a few steps over towards one of the chairs around the table, spun it around to face away from the table, and sat down in it, putting his hands up behind his head. "Well come on, you must have some kind of opinion. At least something to say—"

"My brother," she said suddenly. Takeru's eyes snapped open, looking at her.

"Hm?"

"M-my brother, he's here too," she said, voice a little hoarse. "Him too, please."

"Not sure what I expected you to say," Takeru mused. "But I definitely didn't expect that."

"My brother's here," she continued. "T-they're gonna kill him for sure, he's half-dead already, I can't leave him here. Sir, please, add him in to the deal, it's his only chance."

"My my," Takeru muttered. "That's actually pretty amazing. You're actually asking me for something." He nodded. "I don't know if I've ever seen a slave ask for something from a non-slave, especially one who's obviously been mistreated as much as you. And right after I throw you a life vest too!"

"I-I'm sorry, sir, b-but...I can't leave my brother here," she lamented, sounding thoroughly miserable.

Takeru puffed a breath out of his nose. "What's your name?"

"Hikari," she answered quickly.

"Pretty name," he said, leaning back and looking up at the ceiling. "You just said your brother was already half-dead, right?"

"Y-yes, sir," she admitted with the tone of one who clearly wished she could take that comment back.

"I mean, that's a big problem," Takeru said. "He's a...physical laborer type, I assume? Older brother?"

"Yes sir."

Takeru grimaced. "Well, I have some ability to relate." He shrugged. "I mean, not really, but I have an older brother too. But to tell the truth, I don't really have much need for that sort of slave, and right now there's really not much I could do, I'm sorry."

"P-please, I couldn't bear it if he got left here, I couldn't stand to be separated from him," Hikari continued to beg. He was certainly perplexed by her pushing the matter, and didn't quite know how to feel about it. "And if he stays here, they're going to kill him, they've been torturing him for days already. Please, I promise he'll find a way to be useful to you if you give him a chance." She clasped her hands in front of her chest, looking up at Takeru, eyes starting to water.

"Aw man," Takeru groaned, stretching his legs out and crossing one foot over the other. "What have I gotten into here?" He sighed. "Oh to hell with it, he's not beating me heads up anyway."

A second after those words had left his mouth, the door was flung over, Hido walking back in. "I've got the go-ahead, you've got yourself a deal!" He was genuinely excited. "We'll do it tomorrow night."

"Well, while we're here, why don't we up it a bit?" Takeru said, careful to keep his tone casual. "How about we throw in her brother? You said she had a brother, right?"

Hido opened his mouth to say something, but then immediately closed it, flinching back and looking over at Takeru. "...you...are you, what are you talking about?"

"You're putting her up in the bet," Takeru said, pointing at Hikari, who hadn't gotten up from the floor. "So I'm saying, throw her brother into the deal, I'll fatten up the juice on my end, and we play for that."

"You haven't even seen her brother!" Hido said, surprisingly indignant. "Haven't even been within a hundred feet of him at any point in your life probably!"

"I'll do it blind," Takeru said, shrugging. "Come what may, I'll take my chances."

Hido scoffed, shaking his head. "Look, man, I'd love to say yes, but...we go way back, we're good friends, I'm not gonna do that to you." He pointed with his thumb towards the backside of the house, over his shoulder. "Look, her brother, he's tried to escape twice in the last week. We've been torturing him and are gonna finish him off soon. He can't even walk right now, his days as a slave are done."

Takeru pursed his lips. "Well...then we'll say ten thousand for him." He nodded. "So twenty-five total from me."

"TK, did you not hear me just now? The stuff we've put him through, he can't walk, he can barely talk. If you took one look at him, you'd agree with me! I don't want to rip you off. Ten thousand dollars, he's not even worth ten dollars right now."

"What's been done to him, is it permanent?" Takeru asked speculatively.

Hido shrugged. "I...I mean, we're talking some non-trivial medical treatment. Cost time and money, and no small amounts of either. I guess he could work again with the right care, but why would you bother?"

"I'm willing to deal with that. Ten thousand," Takeru insisted. "If it's not permanent, I'll take my chances."

"Wow, this is...this is so weird." Hido shook his head. "Y-yeah, I'll...I'll do that in a heartbeat, yeah, absolutely, but...why do you...w-wait..." Suddenly, his gaze leveled over at Hikari. "D-did...did she say something to you?"

Takeru remained cool on the outside, but his stomach did a small flip at the question. "W-...well..."

"Oh my God, you are shitting me!" Hido snapped, Hikari finally moving to flinch away from his accusing tone. "I mean, wow. She asked you to get her brother too?"

Takeru shrugged, looking away from Hido. "W-well, yeah, she brought it up."

"That's...wow, I thought I was mad before," he said, glaring daggers at Hikari. "With everything I told you last night, and AFTER you get handed a dream opportunity out of nowhere, you talk out of turn? You talk behind my back?!"

"What's the big deal even?" Takeru asked, voice still steady and calm, trying to keep things on track. "All she did was make it a better deal for you."

"The big deal?" Hido repeated increduously. "The big deal is, she is my slave, I gave her strict orders, and told her that she and her brother were both dead if she put a toe out of line! And now she's talking to my friends behind my back, and...and what the hell is wrong with you? She asks you to do something, and you do it? That's not how this is supposed to work?"

He lunged forward and grabbed Hikari's wrist, pulling her up into a standing position, drawing a moaning gasp from her.

"Well, I guess that's that. You'd think a slave of all people would know to not push a good thing, but you can't fix stupid. At least I know what I'm gonna be breaking tonight to get over losing all that money!"

"U-uh," Takeru said, standing up and putting his palms up towards Hido as he was pulling Hikari towards the door roughly. "Now, I believe we had an arrangement—"

"It's off," Hido grunted. "I'd rather follow through on my promise to her."

Takeru grimaced, watching Hido grab the doorknob. "You'd pass up a deal this good just for something like that?"

"It's the principle of the thing," Hido said through gritted teeth, stopping before he opened the door. "I was very clear with her, and she deliberately got out of line, I'd rather follow through."

Takeru's first instinct was to shrug and abandon this situation. He was already in deeper than he wanted to be, so pulling out and forgetting it might have been smart anyway. His family had plenty of slaves, and could always get more, and there wasn't anything special about this one anyway.

Well, objectively speaking.

And then, Hido opened the door, yanking a wailing Hikari out into the hallway, and Takeru felt the pull. It was the gambler in him, maybe. Perhaps the ego. Something like that. Might have even been the heart. He wasn't sure, but he just couldn't help but pressing his finger on the button a few more times, and see if something happened.

"One hundred thousand," Takeru said suddenly.

At this, Hido froze, Hikari's wrist still firmly in his grasp as the two were about to leave the room.

"What?" Hido said dumbly.

"Each. One hundred thousand, each." Takeru went over to the wall by the door and leaned up against it. "You put those two up, I put up two hundred grand. You beat me, it's all yours. I beat you, I get her and her brother."

Hido chuckled. "I...you're high. You'd never—"

"You've been running bad lately. Not just here, but all around." Takeru licked his lips, continuing to press the buttons until a reaction burst out. "You win one heads up match, and a few weeks of bad luck go away. And all you've got to risk is a couple broken-down slaves."

"That...that's insane," Hido said, nevertheless stepping back into the room and closing the door. "There might be...two slaves a year that go for a hundred grand on the central market, the best of the best of the best."

Takeru shrugged. "Then you should take the deal before I change my mind."

Silence, for several seconds, outside of Hikari breathing heavily.

"You're...you're serious?" Hido asked. "Two hundred grand, and all I've got to put up is her and her brother?"

"Can you afford to say no?" Takeru asked rhetorically.

Hido put his hand up on the wall, tapping it with his fingers. "My...my father would kill me if he found out I turned down a deal like that, I...I guess I don't have a choice." He looked up at Takeru. "But you're an absolute lunatic, this even crossing your mind for a second."

"Then I'm a lunatic giving you an amazing deal," Takeru said. "We'll play tomorrow, make sure Juliet knows."

"Hey, don't think that getting the same dealer means...means what happened tonight is gonna happen again," Hido said, releasing Hikari and letting her slump back to the floor. "I'm due for some good luck. All I need is a little luck. I've been working on my heads up game, so bring the money tomorrow, because it's mine. You wanna go crazy and risk your money like that, I'm happy to stand on the other side and pick it up."

Takeru nodded. "Now...she's already in non-ideal shape," he said, pointing at Hikari. "And her brother...well, you would know better than me how he is. So obviously, I wouldn't want anything putting them in worse shape between now and tomorrow."

Hido nodded, looking at Hikari. "Of course. I wouldn't do that to you."

"When I get here tomorrow I'm gonna have a look at her," Takeru continued. "If I think you've...shall we say, devalued her in any way, I'll turn right back around and take my money with me. And her brother had better still be alive."

"He'll be alive. I'll make sure he's kept alive. But even if you do win, and you won't, nursing him back to health is your problem." His eyes flashed. "And I'll keep her in a cell until tomorrow. Nobody'll do anything."

"I got your word," Takeru said factually. "I trust your word. When I come here tomorrow, we'll see if my trust is valid."

"Don't matter," Hido said, giving Hikari a nasty glance. "It just gives me more time to come up with what I'm going to do with her after I win."

He couldn't blame her for giving the significant shiver that she did at these words.

Takeru extended his hand towards Hido. "Tomorrow night. Heads up. Two hundred grand against her and her brother. Freezeout."

Hido took his hand. "It's on."

After shaking, Takeru spun away and headed for the doorway, putting his hands in his pockets.

"Make sure you bring all the money!" Hido said at his back. "You're gonna need it."

Takeru stalked up the hallway, sweeping away at a bit of sweat that had accumulated up on his forehead just beneath his hairline. He gave his head a good shake, blinking rapidly.

"What the hell am I doing?" he muttered to himself. 


	3. Heat Check

Chapter 3: Heat Check

Takeru gave a couple small grunts and groans as the strong set of fingers dug into the muscles right underneath his shoulder blades, kneading deep into his pale flesh.

He was splayed out on a green, cushioned bench face down, contours and dips placed strategically to mold to his body specifically. His head was on a cushioned ring so he could see, looking down at the floor. He was nude, minus the towel draped over his lower half.

"So how did last night go, sir?" Heather asked, now kneading her fist into Takeru's shoulders.

"Very, very well," Takeru replied, voice vibrating a bit from all the pressure she was putting on him. "So of course I'm gonna risk ruining it all tonight."

"Well, it's like you say. That's the life of a gambler, right?" Heather said, slowly moving down Takeru's back.

"Yeah, suppose so," Takeru mused, relaxing his body, giving Heather full reign over it, letting her do all the work, enjoying the feeling. "But what I'm doing might even go beyond just that. But I'm doing it anyway." He raised his left hand up, pointing his thumb up at his back. "Don't forget to do my favorite part."

"Wouldn't dream of it, sir," she answered. She pulled back from him, reaching down to pull her flats off of her feet. She reached up, grabbing a hold of a horizontal metal pole that ran across the ceiling several feet above Takeru, now standing on the bench. She placed her bare feet onto Takeru's back, slowly easing most of her weight onto Takeru, using the two poles for balance.

Takeru gave a loud grunt as Heather stepped onto him, giving a little bit under the push of just over a hundred pounds of pressure. He felt her toes dig into the flesh as she began slowly walking backwards, hitting strategic spots along his back for maximum effect.

"Ooooh, yes," Takeru groaned. "That's absolute magic!"

The lone door to the small room was suddenly pushed open. Takeru wasn't able to look over to see who was disturbing his massage, but he had a reasonable guess.

"So, do you just not understand the phrase 'Do Not Disturb'?" Takeru said, voice uneven from the continued pressure on his lower back.

"Honestly, I see that thing hanging on the door, it makes me want to disturb even more."

"Well, you better have a good reason," Takeru said, wincing slightly, the weight of Heather causing a bit of discomfort, but doing such good work to relieve tension it was more than worth it in the long run.

"I don't need a good reason. I don't need any reason. I'm your older brother, that's how this works, right?"

A pair of highly polished black shoes came into Takeru's view, further confirming it was Yamato.

"Hey there, Heather," Yamato said, Takeru rolling his eyes.

"Good afternoon, sir," she replied, still focusing on her task atop Takeru's back.

"For the last time, my name is Yamato, you call me Yamato." Yamato reached his right hand forward, grabbing Heather's right foot and getting his fingers underneath it, rapidly pulsing his fingertips into her sole. Heather immediately tried to jerk away from his strong grip, using the poles to keep from falling over.

"Oahah, stahahaap! StaahahAHAP!" she cackled, trying to pull away without jumping off the massage bench.

"What's my name? What's my name?" Yamato said teasingly, grinning.

"YahaHAAMATO! YAMATO!" she cried, getting him to finally let go of her foot.

"Okay, seriously, please, go away," Takeru said. "I'm asking nicely, this is one notch away from being sexual harrassment, I'm naked here. You wanna flirt, make an appointment with her."

"Oh, you think THIS is how I flirt?" Yamato said. "If I was flirting, I'd be the one laying on that bench right now with her on top of me." He cleared his throat. "Okay, real quick, me, Toma, and Yusei are gonna golf tonight, but we don't have a fourth yet, you up for it?"

"Love to, but tonight's not good," Takeru answered quickly. "I'm going to the Sasaki's tonight."

"Alright, no problem," Yamato said, turning around towards the door. "Weren't you there last night? What are you doing there again?"

"Something stupid as hell, but I'm gonna do it anyway," Takeru said.

"At least you can admit it," Yamato said. "A lot of people can't even admit that much." He was about to leave, but stopped in the doorway. "It's not drugs is it? Nothing illegal?"

"No. Not illegal. Just stupid," Takeru said, trying to end the conversation in as few words as possible.

"Well, then I guess I'll pass on playing protective older brother this time," he said jokingly. "Don't get hurt." He closed the door behind him, immediately silencing the ambient sounds from outside.

"Y...You think that was flirting?" Heather asked, resuming the process of walking atop Takeru's back.

"Don't even think about it, you don't want anything to do with him," Takeru said dryly. "He flirts with every pretty girl he sees, probably does it a hundred times a day. He's not worth it."

"If any woman knows how to appreciate the value of a one-night stand, it's me," Heather countered.

"Just, trust me, stay away. Biggest sleezeball in the world," Takeru joked. "Let's go an extra half-hour today, I really want to be...dialed in for tonight."

OOO

~Hikari~

Hikari didn't know anything about money. She had never needed to know anything about money. She had never had any, it had no meaning to her. She knew it's purpose in society, but anything beyond the most general description was lost on her.

But a hundred thousand dollars *sounded* like an awful lot.

She knew that she had been sold for ten thousand dollars a few months ago when her previous masters had decided to move to a more tropical location and sell as many assets as they could. Taichi had gone for fifteen thousand. She vaguely recalled something about her going at a discount if she was bought with her brother. What could have happened over the last few months to change her value so much? How could someone in her brother's condition be worth so much more than he had been in peak physical condition? What was she not seeing? And if this Takeru did win the bet, what would she be expected to do that was worth so much to him?

She hadn't slept at all last night, simply laying on the floor in a cell in the basement of the manor. At the very least, Hido had kept his word and had refrained from harming her in any way, though she had not seen Taichi. She assumed that he was still alive based on what had been said last night, but the doubt chewed at her. Thoughts and fears kept her from getting a moment of rest.

Despite all that, she was wide awake, fully alert. Hido had taken her to the game room and told her to sit in a chair right by the same table that had been fully occupied the night before. She was alone in the large room right now, nothing but her and her thoughts. The table had only three chairs around it, two on opposite sides of the table and the third near the middle, opposite side of where Hikari sat. The two chairs on the ends of the table were placed in front of stacks of multicolored chips that looked to be about the same size, and the middle chair had two stacks of playing cards in front of it.

Now, she actually cared about the game. Cared about the rules, how to play it well, and how you won or lost it. She tried to cull her memories of last night, glean some understanding of the game from what she had heard, but it all may as well have been a different language. She would have to learn on the fly to have any idea of where her fate was pointing.

Never in her life had she ever wanted something more than for Takeru to win this game. She would have done anything to make it so, given anything, had she anything to give. Surely, no matter what kind of person he was and what he had planned for her and her brother, it could not possibly be worse than Hido. And it was likely going to be much, much better. Just about anything would be better than staying here.

The door was pushed open, Hido entering, followed closely by Takeru. Takeru was carrying a black case in his right hand.

"I understand what he did," Takeru said, going over towards the table. "It's just...you're a guy too, I just kind of can't believe that you could do that to someone and be...proud of it. Even a slave."

"I wouldn't do it to a good slave," Hido replied, going over to the opposite side of the table and grabbing the chair, pulling it out a bit. "Even an okay or average slave. He tried to escape twice in the span of two days, what do you want from me?"

"Hey, I've been a part of punishing slaves too," Takeru said, sitting down in the chair to the right of Hikari. "We all have, it's part of life, but that's just...I mean, that's just sick."

"Well, that's how things work around here," Hido said. "Now pass it over."

Takeru placed the case on the table and slid it over to Hido. He grabbed it and flipped the two golden latches on the front of it, throwing it open. Revealed as the content were stacks of green paper slips. Hido's whole body jolted at the sight. He quickly picked up one of them, looking it over and flipping through it.

"Alright, eight packs, all here," Hido said, closing the case after replacing the pack, then picking up the case and setting it underneath the table.

The door opened again, the brown-haired short woman from yesterday entering the room quietly. She was called Juliet, to her recollection, though why she was here Hikari wasn't quite sure. She must have had some role in playing the game without being a participant.

"I won't say that your brother is well," Takeru said, looking over at Hikari. She flinched, back straightening out at being directly addressed. "But he's alive."

"Don't talk to my slave," Hido said through gritted teeth as Juliet went over to the third seat at the table.

"Is she really your slave right now?" Takeru asked. "She's kind of in limbo right now between you and me until this game is over."

"She's still mine," he said. "Don't talk to her." He looked over at her. "I want you to sit in that chair and watch," he said, voice harsh. "Watch me take him out and crush your little life raft. I want you to watch me win, watch me effectively end your life. But you keep your mouth closed."

Takeru looked over at her and winked. "Alright, Juliet, let's make it pop."

Hikari felt a warm glow of relief at hearing Takeru promise her that Taichi was still alive, but none of it mattered if this didn't go her way. She needed this man to come through, and she had no ability to control what happened.

Now that it concerned her so much, she took some time to size up Takeru more closely. Of above-average height with a slim but firm build, he certainly looked like a much more desirable master than Hido. His pale face was bright and welcoming, big eyes and blond hair that seemed just a tiny bit messy by design. He wore a light tan waistcoat and jacket, along with neatly pressed brown pants and tan shoes that reflected like mirrors. She had seen outfits on people before at the house parties her prior masters had thrown. A sign of wealth and importance.

Juliet took one of the stacks of cards and spread them out in front of her in a row, then began mixing them all up in a big pile in the middle of the table.

"So, we both have ten thousand in chips," Hido said, pointing at the two stacks. "Blinds are fifty and a hundred, they go up every half-hour. Tonight, white chips are fifty, green chips are one hundred, black chips are five hundred, red chips are a thousand. No limit, table stakes."

"It's your house, you can start with the button," Takeru said, pointing over at Hido. He grabbed a green chip and flipped it towards the middle of the table. Hido took a white chip and flipped it in as well.

Juliet had taken this time to condense the messy pile of cards into a neat stack yet again. She divided them into two stacks and bent them towards each other, letting both piles cascade down at the same time so they'd get mixed, before pulling it all into one pile again. She tossed a card to Hido, then one to Takeru, then one to Hido, and one to Takeru.

Hido looked at his two cards, careful to peek at them so only he could see them. He grabbed a white clip and tossed it in. "Call."

Takeru quickly knocked his knuckles on the table. "Deal it."

OOO

Takeru pursed his lips, long fingers expertly manipulating a small stack of chips around, shuffling them, stacking them, cutting the stack in half, then doing it all over again. The neverending sounds of the chips clacking around had hardly stopped since the game started, grating on Hikari's nerves even as she despaired of understanding what she was watching. She had seen about fifteen rounds between the two so far, still trying to figure out what was going on, what anything meant, what constituted winning or losing.

"Alright," Takeru mumbled to himself. "Limp pre-flop...check the flop...check-raise the turn...bet the pot the river." As he spoke, he kept his eyes trained on Hido, who sat there stone-faced. "No way you played Kings like that."

To Hikari, he may as well have been speaking a long-extinct language. She looked at the five cards face-up on the table between the two young men. They may as well have been from a dead dialect as well. There was a black card with a K and a funny symbol on the upper left corner, a red eight with a diamond beneath it, a red J with a heart, a red four with a heart, and a black two with another strange symbol. What did it mean?

"Maybe...ten nine of hearts?" Takeru said, still shuffling the chips around in front of him. Suddenly, he glanced up at Hikari. "Yeah, you don't know anything about poker, do you? I'm sorry, this must be so...frustrating for you to watch, not knowing anything." He gave a sardonic little chuckle.

"Don't talk to my slave," Hido grunted. "We've been over this."

Takeru blinked a couple times. "Right. Alright. So...nine ten of hearts...or ace king offsuit. That's what I'm thinking." He leaned back slightly. "What to do...what to do...alright, I think you've got the nine ten, you missed your straight and flush and you're trying to bluff." His hands reached up and took a couple stacks of colored chips off his piles. "Eight hundred to call and I raise another eight hundred." He threw a red chip, black chip, and green chip into the middle.

Immediately, Hido plucked up a red chip of his own and tossed it to the center. "I call. I got you."

Takeru grimaced. "Ace king?"

Hido turned his cards over, revealing a red ace with a heart and a black K with an odd symbol. "That's right!"

Hikari felt a pang of dread in her stomach as Hido reached towards the middle of the table.

Immediately, casually, Takeru flipped over his two facedown cards. Two black eights. Hido froze, hand reaching out towards the chip pile. An uneasily silence hung in the air.

"Never said I couldn't beat ace king," Takeru said.

Hido waited a beat, then slowly leaned back in his chair, giving Takeru a displeased look as the blond reached forward, Juliet pushing the chips over towards him, taking two green chips out and throwing them over to Hido.

"That was a slowroll," Hido grumbled. "Thought you were better than that."

"No it wasn't." Takeru stacked his new chips. "I was trying to induce a call, it's gamesmanship."

"You grimaced when you said ace king like it had you beat," he retorted.

"Yeah, because I read it wrong." Takeru took the deck from Hido. "Come on, I flipped the cards up immediately. Not like I had the nuts."

"Blinds going up, hundred two hundred," Juliet said, taking the cards back in and mixing them up again.

"Chip check," Takeru said. "I've got...twelve thousand four hundred. Wow, first pot of real significance tonight." He looked over at Hido. "Why would you limp in with ace king? Pretty sneaky play actually, could have easily worked out if I didn't flop the set."

Hido remained silent, tossing a green chip into the middle. Takeru tossed in two green chips.

"Think about it though, I did all that talking and then I raised. If I couldn't beat ace king I'd just call," Takeru said, sounding almost as if he was lecturing.

"Hey, you wanna shut up?" Hido snapped.

Hikari had to fight to not smile.

OOO

You couldn't watch poker for over an hour without at least picking up on something.

Most of the cards had numbers on them, as low as two and as high as ten. That was pretty easy. The J card was called a jack, the Q card was a queen, the K was a king, and the A was an ace.

The cards were either red or black. The red cards had either a diamond or a heart on them. The black cards also had one of two symbols, and she had figured out one was called a club and the other a spade.

It seemed like the cards without numbers were better than the cards with numbers. So far, that was all she had managed to figure out for sure. It seemed like the cards that were in the middle were matched with each players' private cards, and whoever used them best won.

"Min raise," Takeru said, tossing a red chip and two green chips into the middle. Hido immediately tossed in a black chip and three green chips.

"Hey, you scoop this pot, we'll be pretty close to even," Takeru said, looking over at Hido. "I've got ten thousand four hundred behind."

"I should be considered the winner already, staying alive and keeping my stack stable with the garbage I keep getting dealt," Hido grumbled.

Juliet took a card from the top of the stack, set it to the side, and then placed the next three face up. Three of clubs, ace of spades, nine of diamonds.

Hido tapped the table, Takeru immediately doing the same. Juliet set another card face down to the side, then flipped up the next one. Five of spades.

Tap. Tap.

Another card to the side, another one face up. Ten of hearts.

Hido looked at the cards for several seconds, holding his hands up in front of his face, steepling them together. Slowly, he reached towards his chip stack, grabbing two black chips and pulling them forward. "One thousand," he said quietly.

Takeru glanced over to Hido, right arm propped up on the edge of the table, then looked back to the cards. The room was silent now, Takeru not even talking as his eyes went back and forth between his opponent and the cards.

"I'm folding," he finally said after nearly a minute, grabbing his cards and flipping them up, showing the ace of clubs and king of clubs.

Hido gave a sigh of annoyance, leaning back in his chair. "H-how do you...top top, I bet less than a third of the pot, and...how do you do that? How can you not pay me off?"

"Ace nine?" Takeru asked, smirking slightly as Juliet pushed the chips in the middle over towards Hido, who took them without looking overly happy about it. Hido flicked the cards over to Juliet. "I really just felt like I was beat somehow, it just felt way too trappy. Maybe you had ten nine suited or something. Come on, cheer up, we're practically tied now!"

Hikari wasn't sure how to feel. Chips getting pushed over to Hido was bad, but Takeru sounded so happy and Hido so agitated it didn't seem bad. What did it all mean?

The cards were put out again to the two players. Hido threw out four green chips, a little harder than his previous chip tosses. Takeru tapped the table with his knuckles.

Juliet set out three cards on the table again. Eight of diamonds, seven of diamonds, queen of diamonds.

Takeru tapped the table. Hido immediately grabbed two black chips and tossed them into the center. "One thousand," he muttered, still a bit upset clearly.

Takeru pondered for a few seconds, tapping his fingers on the table, before grabbing two black chips and following suit. "I call," he said.

A fourth card came down. Ten of clubs.

Takeru tapped the table again. Hido almost couldn't wait to fire out two red chips and a green chip. "Two thousand one hundred," he announced.

Takeru rested his face on top of his fist, propping his elbow on the edge of the table. He looked at the cards, then over to Hido. "I'm all-in."

Hido's entire body seem to spasm, and he visibly winced. "Wow, wow, why did I...why'd I bet that turn, why'd I..."

He rubbed his hands all over his face, seemingly in pain. Hikari watched, fascinated. Takeru sat there, still as a statue.

"Oh, man," Hido continued to grunt. "D-don't do it, Hido, just don't, please," he muttered to himself. "Come on, he thinks you're a huge station, thinks you don't know how to throw away a hand with showdown value, he wants you to call. He thinks you're on tilt, he's got the nuts, he has to have it."

He looked at the cards in the middle throw the gaps in his fingers. "Ace of diamonds and...four of diamonds, something like that, has to be. He thinks I'm on tilt, that I'll call anything if I have a queen." He looked over at Takeru, who was giving away nothing. "Look at him, he wants you to call."

He gave a few heaving breaths, a vein in his forehead starting to pulse.

"Just...come on, let it go, he wouldn't do this without the nuts, he's got too much money at risk." Hido made a sudden move towards his chip stack, but then pulled back. "Guh! Just toss it, just do it."

Finally, after several seconds, he grabbed his cards and tossed them over to Juliet.

Takeru smirked. "You're half right. I had the nut blocker."

Takeru flipped over one of his cards, exposing the ace of diamonds.

And then the second. Seven of spades.

Hido jumped out of his chair, pounding the table with his fist. "Are you...SHIT!" He wiped his forehead off with his right hand. "You're bluffing there? You're bluffing me there?!"

"It's a semi-bluff," Takeru said, pushing the cards over to Juliet as Juliet pushed the pile of chips over to Takeru. "If I get a seven, an ace, or a diamond on the river I win."

"I had a queen," he groaned. "I was ahead! I had a queen!"

"I knew you had a queen," Takeru said. "If you didn't bet the turn that might have not happened."

Slowly, Hido sat back down as Takeru stacked his chips and Juliet began shuffling the deck again. "Oooohhhh...so tilted. So tilted."

"You've still got like six thousand," Takeru said.

"That was it, I could have gotten it in as the favorite, god..."

Hikari's heart had nearly stopped during multiple points of that exchange, but the end result was a wave of relief washing over her. That felt hugely significant, and her fate seemed to be in better shape now.

OOO

"Jacks up," Takeru said, flipping over a jack of clubs and a nine of hearts.

Hido gave a grunt of annoyance, tossing his cards over to Juliet without flipping them up. "God damn river cards."

"Blinds going up, five hundred one thousand," Juliet said, taking all the cards back in.

"I...I had a freaking queen," Hido sighed.

"That hand was like fifteen minutes ago, move on," Takeru said, stacking the chips as Juliet passed them to him.

"All night long, just need one decent hand, one chipup, I'm right back in it, can't catch a freaking break. Just one stupid double-up and I can do something."

"Hey, pat yourself on the back that you've still got chips," Takeru said jovially. "I can't shake you, you're staying alive."

"It's coming," Hido said, sitting up straight as Juliet dealt out a new set of cards. "I can't possibly run this bad for this long, something is coming. I've played better than you so far tonight to still be alive."

"It's been two hours now. Can't lie, thought I'd have you by now," Takeru said, nodding. "You should feel good."

"Oh, bite me," Hido said, looking down at his two cards. "I'll feel good as soon as I get my double-up and turn this match around." He gave his head a little shake. "It's coming, I'm due. I'm overdue." He tossed a red chip and a black chip in. "Raise min."

Takeru raised an eyebrow over at him, then turning to look at his stacks of chips. "How much you got left there, Hido?"

"About twenty-two hundred," Hido said immediately, looking down at the rather sad looking pair of red chips and pair of green chips he still had.

Takeru stared down at Hido for several seconds, face wrinkled in confusion. "I call," he said, grabbing a red chip from one of his stacks and putting it in.

Juliet put a card to the side, then took the next three from the top of the stack. Hikari still felt that cold rock in her stomach, even as the match came closer to ending in her favor. Every hand seemed to be gut-wrenchingly important, massive amounts of chips changing hands with each one. Hido kept dancing closer and closer to jumping ahead, even as Takeru was able to consistently repel him.

Ace of hearts, ten of hearts, three of clubs.

Takeru considered this trio of cards for several seconds. "I check," he said, pointing over to Hido.

"I'm all-in," Hido said immediately, tossing his last four chips in.

Takeru immediately sighed, leaning back, looking up at the ceiling. "Wow. Wow wow wow. Oh man, not even one free card." He looked back over at Hido. "Twenty-two hundred?"

Hido nodded, holding his hands steepled in front of his face.

"Well. I'll tell you this." Takeru took a moment to look back at his two cards again. "You might just be getting that double-up." He shook his head. "I almost folded pre-flop, but my hand was just a little too good, now I almost have to go with it. But I think you've got two aces."

Hido's forehead wrinkled at Takeru's guess.

"Yeah, two aces. You min raised pre-flop, figuring I'd call with almost anything, or maybe even put you all-in and you could snap me off. You didn't want to risk getting zero value out of aces so you min raised. And now you've hit your set. Got the nuts. Don't want to see another heart come off." He heaved another sigh again. "I don't think I can fold this hand, but that'd be pretty sick if I did. Especially if you do have two aces. You'd flop the nuts and not get any value from it, I'd be pretty proud of that."

Hikari tried to translate Takeru's words into something of meaning to her, but came up stone dry.

"I mean, you wouldn't expect me to fold for this much more," Takeru added. "Maybe you have ace-ten, maybe even ace king." He shrugged. "On the other hand, whatever you have, I'm not in horrible shape. Even if you have aces, I have a ton of outs."

Hido's head twisted slightly to look at Takeru more directly.

"If you have aces, I'm a two-to-one underdog, but I'm still getting the right price. If you have two pair, I'm a little better off. Just an ace, you're only a bit ahead." He shrugged. "Tens and we're flipping but...you don't just have a pair of tens."

Takeru seemed almost agonized, which Hikari sensed was bad, though she wasn't sure what was so bad based off what he was saying. If she understood anything he said in the slightest, of course.

"Okay. Okay." He covered his hands with his face. "The math says do it. The situation says don't give you a double-up when I'm sure I'm behind. But...I've never gotten one before!" He scoffed a little bit. "Ten years of cards, playing almost every day, I've never gotten one, I just wanna see if this is the time!"

Hido continued to hold quiet, though he seemed to be shaking a little bit now.

Takeru gestured to Hikari. "I'm sorry, I shouldn't be taking goofy risks when I know I'm behind just to see if I can hit a miracle, your life is on the line. But I don't think I can resist." He looked back to Hido. "Even if he wins this one, he's still only got...eight thousand four hundred." He stood up from his chair, and pointed at his chips. "I call."

Immediately, Hido jumped up and flipped over his cards. Ace of spades, ace of clubs. "Okay, come on! Let me hold up with the nuts, one time!"

Takeru flipped his cards up. King of hearts, jack of hearts.

"Come on, don't do it, I deserve to win one! I'm ahead, I've got the best hand, just let it hold up!" Hido went around to table to stand right next to Juliet, hands on his hips.

"Alright," Takeru said, nodding. "Pretty simple. Queen makes a straight, heart makes a flush." He clapped a couple times. "Let's see it."

"Just pair the board!" Hido yelled, causing Juliet to flinch away slightly from the volume. "No drama on the river, just pair the board!"

Juliet set a card to the side, then flipped the next one up. Three of diamonds. Takeru winced, and Hido spun around, pumping his fist.

"YES!" Hido cried. "Full house!"

"Well, there go most of my outs," Takeru said quietly.

At this, Hido froze mid-fist pump, spinning back around. "W-what?"

Almost meekly, Takeru pointed at the table. "Well, a heart won't do it and a queen won't do it, but...there's still the queen OF hearts."

"Oh, ohhh," Hido groaned, coming back over to the table. "Nothing easy, everything, pulling teeth, all day long, please, don't do it to me!"

"I've got one out," Takeru said, raising an eyebrow at Hido. "Come on dude, you're acting like you're the one in danger, I have less than three percent equity."

Hido ignored Takeru. "Okay, okay. Make it black, black card. Blank, make it a...deuce, no paint!"

Takeru rolled his eyes, Hido leaning over the table now, staring at the space where the fifth card would be put down. He then gave Hikari a bit of a pained look and shrug.

"Okay, one card left in the deck that can get me there," Takeru said, sounding a bit strained. "I've never gotten one of these before, so...I mean, why not? Queen of hearts, queen of hearts. If it doesn't come, I can beat him anyway, no big deal."

Juliet took the top card and set it over to the side. Hikari had to fight to not stand up to get a better look at the table. She put things together enough to realize things weren't looking good. The stack of cards Juliet held in her left hand had to had at least a few dozen cards, so knowing that apparently only one would be good for Takeru was clearly a problem. She could tell that even without any real knowledge of math.

But one was better than zero.

Juliet took the card, hesitated for a moment, and then flipped it up on the table.

Hikari processed things in segments. Immediately, she saw the fancy design on the front of the card, meaning it wasn't a number card, and it was definitely red. The design, as well as the letter on the top left corner, marked it as a queen. And finally, with what felt like a jolt of electricity shooting through her, she saw the small heart logo.

Queen of hearts.

"Are you FU...are you..." Hido snapped, spinning around violently, walking over to one of the other tables and grabbing an empty chair, throwing it towards the wall. "A one-outer?! A one-outer?! Are you shitting me?"

"Wow," Takeru said, not having moved from his spot, standing by his seat. "You are running bad." He slowly began to stride around the table, towards Juliet.

"That was it! That was the hand!" Hido wailed, fuming. "That was the double-up, momentum, everything! I win that hand, I KNOW I win the match!" He turned back around, stalking over towards the table. "Great dealing, mighty fine work!" he snapped. "I'm card dead for nearly two hours over there, I'm fighting tooth and nail to stay alive, I'm still in there, you flop me the nuts, and then you give him a one-outer?!"

Takeru still seemed almost shocked into a non-reaction, just staring down at the cards. "My first one ever. And I get it when I need it to win a hand." He shrugged. "Can't make that up."

Hido went back around the table, going over towards Takeru's chipstacks, slapping his hands at the chips as he walked by, scattering them to the floor with a violent clatter.

All the while, Hikari just sat there, frozen solid, processing everything. It seemed to take minutes for all the pieces to come together in her head, but as they did, she couldn't stop her face from splitting into a grin, slowly overtaking her look of absolute shock. She looked up at Takeru, feeling a great degree of warmth flooding over her.

"You mind if I keep these five cards?" Takeru asked, reaching forward and grabbing the ace, ten, and queen from the board, then reaching over and taking his king and jack.

"Uh, whatever!" Hido snapped. "Sure, take more of my stuff while you're at it!"

Takeru looked the five cards over. "Ten years of cards, first one ever." He plucked out the queen, slipping the other four into his chest pocket. "Hey, Hikari, it's Hikari, right?" He reached his hand out, holding the queen out. "This card might have saved your life, how about you have it?"

Hikari's smile instantly faded, staring at Takeru's hand, completely unsure of what to do as he held the card out to her.

"What's wrong, you don't want it?" Takeru asked, shaking it out towards her. "It won't bite, it's a card!"

Hikari gave herself a little shake. "S-sorry, sir...master, I..." she reached forward and took it. "I...I'm not used to people giving me things."

Takeru gave her a small smile. "Just don't lose it or tear it, you should keep that one near and dear to you. Who knows what happens if that match continued." He went down on one knee by the table, grabbing the black case in his right hand.

"The way you treat your slaves sickens me, you know?" Hido said, clearly still furious at how things had played out. "Amazing to me that your casino is as successful as it is."

Takeru stood back up. "You played well tonight. I actually am sorry for the suckout, no joke."

"I don't want you to be sorry, I want to beat you!" Hido whined. Juliet stood up from the chair. "Yeah, time for you to go too, thanks for nothing!"

Juliet silently walked past Hido towards the door, unaffected by his verbal abuse.

"I'll make sure you get a nice boon on your next paycheck for that one," Takeru said as Juliet opened the door.

"Thank you, sir," she said, closing the door behind her.

Hido sighed. "Yeah. Just what I needed after all the bad luck over the last month." He looked over at Hikari. "When she disappoints you like I know she will, feel free to bring her back here. I'll dispose of her for you."

Hikari couldn't help but shiver slightly, even though his words were largely toothless at this point.

"Alright, Hido, you know the deal." Takeru motioned for Hikari to stand up. "My ride's parked out on the tarmac, I'm gonna need a wheeled gurney for her brother."

Hido's nostrils flared as he sighed. But finally, he shrugged. "Alright. They're all yours." He gave a small chuckle. "Both useless lumps anyway, take em, means nothing to me."

Hikari finally got to her feet, hands nervously clutching onto the card Takeru had given her, fighting the urge to start sobbing with relief.

"Let's go," Takeru said, jerking his head towards the door. "You're coming with me." 
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Chapter 4: A Speculative Hand

Leaving five trails of thin red lines behind it, the titanium-colored jet zipped through the air, easily slicing through the air with a sleek design, breaking the sound barrier a few times over. Cutting up above the clouds, rendering it impervious to any weather conditions, the ride was quickly stabilized. To those inside, it felt as if they weren't moving at all.

Hikari didn't know such things existed. That such things could exist. It was almost terrifying that such a thing existed. She would have been terrified for sure riding inside of the thing, but there was no room in her mind for terror right now. Everything that had just happened was too amazing, too relieving.

Taichi had been placed in the bedroom of the jet, a small chamber towards the back and right of the jet, mercifully sedated. The rest of the interior of the plane consisted of a closed-off chamber up front for the pilots, and then the primary room. Everything was cream colored, a fine wood finish on the walls, gleaming with polish. There were about a dozen chairs around the room, a pair of large black screens against the left wall, and a mahogany cabinet with glass doors, showing a few rows of multi-colored bottles and about thirty glass tumblers against the back wall. A thick carpet on the floor completed the chamber.

Takeru was seated in one of the seats, near the front left of the room, left leg crossed over his right and a tumbler filled with a brown liquid and a couple cubes of ice in his right hand. Hikari had finally gotten over the amazement of being so far above the ground, moving so quickly, and had gotten to the ground in front of Takeru. Kneeling, she put her head down to the floor.

"Thank you so much, master," she said. "I owe you my life, and my brother owes you his life. I don't know why you've done this, I can't even begin to understand it, but you have my word that I'll never forget this. Whatever you ask of me, I give you my word that I'll do it, it's the absolute least I can do."

"Thank you," Takeru said. "That means a lot to me," He waved upwards. "Alright, that's enough, point is made, get up."

She rose up, slowly getting to her feet, enjoying the feeling of the carpet, a luxury she had rarely enjoyed in recent months.

"And master is no good, that's not okay, makes me sound like an old man. You say master, I'm looking over my shoulder to see if you're talking to my father or something. Sir will be fine." Takeru sipped from his drink. "Sir is good."

"Yes sir," Hikari said, nodding as she stood up.

Takeru glanced out the circular window, out into the darkened skies around the jet. "Like the ride? Twentieth birthday present from my parents."

"I've never seen anything so amazing in my life," Hikari said. "Uh, sir."

Takeru grinned. "You should see the big ones. Brittania just released one that seats three hundred people." He leaned towards the window, looking towards the rear. "Those trails we're leaving behind us dissipate ninety-nine point seven percent within three seconds," he said. "Leaves so little pollution behind, it basically doesn't leave any. I could drive this thing around at top speed for a week and leave as much pollution as a car does in half an hour."

Hikari just stood there, blankly nodding.

"Well, go ahead, you're either going to ask questions now or be confused later," Takeru said, waving at her. "Oh, and I should thank you as well." He reached into his chest pocket, pulling out the four playing cards. "First one ever, never would have happened if not for you."

"What do you mean? First one ever?" Hikari looked down at the card in her right hand, examining the queen of hearts.

"Oh, right," Takeru said, rolling his eyes and lightly smacking himself on the forehead. "Of course. Okay, so, long story short, the goal in poker is to make the best five-card hand using a combination of your two private cards and the five public cards in the middle of the table. The best possible hand you can make is called a royal flush, which is getting a ten, jack, queen, king and ace, all of the same suit. Odds of getting one are nearly thirty-one thousand to one. Just a little more than three one thousandths of a percent. Very, very rare. I've been playing poker for ten years, never have I gotten one. I know people who have been playing for thirty years, haven't gotten one. So it's pretty amazing, and...well, if it wasn't for you being there, wouldn't have happened."

Hikari nodded. "I...I see." She pursed her lips, thinking for a moment. "W-well, w-why did you want me? If I might ask, sir. What made you want me?"

Takeru sipped from his drink again. "I'm a practical, sensible person, I like common sense and logic. So I was sitting there last night, listening to Hido babbling about how...how you're going to figure out how to work in the field or else, how he doesn't care that you're clearly not made for outdoor work...I don't like it."

He reached up towards the collar of his shirt, placing his thumb and forefinger on a spot near the right corner. "How far out are we? Alright, thanks." He then tapped his collar a few times. "It's Takeru, I'm gonna hit the tarmac in about eighteen minutes, pad number three. I need Miss Tanaka and Doctor Roberts waiting there. Thank you."

He looked back up to Hikari. "Sorry, anyway...I mean, think about it. If you were a musician, and someone gave you a few instruments and told you to...put together a piece with the instruments you've been given, you'd use the instruments in the way they were designed to be used." He sipped from his drink again. "You wouldn't...take a tuba and...put guitar strings along the mouth and try to use it as a makeshift guitar. You'd use the tuba like a tuba, right?"

Hikari simply stood there, looking at him blankly, nodding after a moment.

"U-uh...you don't...you don't know what a tuba is, do you?" Takeru said after a moment.

"No sir, I'm sorry," she said. "Or a guitar."

"Ummm...okay. If you had a cake, and you needed to slice it up to serve, you'd use a knife. You wouldn't use a spoon. And if you saw someone using a spoon to slice up a cake, you'd think that was odd. Is that better?"

"Yes sir," Hikari said. "So...w-what do you have in mind for me?"

Takeru leaned back, sucking a deep breath through his nose. "I'm not entirely sure yet. I have an idea, but I won't know for a few days. It will be something, something appropriate. What did you do at the Ripley estate?"

"I waited on house parties, I cleaned up after meals, I served their children, I did some work in the kitchen, and I kept the house in order," Hikari said quickly. "Standard house slave duties."

Takeru nodded. "It...could be something like that, but...this could be a little different for you. You'll be working for the family business, so you won't be working inside of a house. You might be doing things like that regardless."

"What's your family business?" Hikari asked.

Takeru gave her a small smile. "My family runs a casino, The Mecca. Biggest casino in the region. One hundred and fifty thousand square feet, every game you can think of, thirty-two restaurants, day spa, and two hundred hotel rooms. It's..."

Hikari's facial expression remained unchanged as Takeru ran down the details of his family business, causing him to grind his explanation to a halt.

"...and, you don't know what a casino is, do you?" Takeru said.

"I'm sorry sir, I'm afraid not," Hikari said, shaking her head.

"Right, right. Uh, well...it's a very, very large facility, and it's filled with all kinds of games you can pay to play. Some games you play against...the other people, others you play against the casino. It's gambling. That's the main thing. There are thousands of casinos in the world, this is one of the bigger ones. There's also, uh, food, the spa, several years ago we expanded into a hotel and resort area, so there's a lot going on."

Hikari gave a quick nod. "Yes sir, that's makes sense."

"Over twenty years ago, before I was born, my father bought a space in a strip mall, a few thousand square feet, turned it into a casino. Called it The Palace. It wasn't much, a few dozen slot machines, a couple dozen tables, a bar and restaurant. I've seen pictures of the place, don't really remember it." He leaned in towards Hikari. "But the trick was, quite simply, my father's utter devotion to the place. He made the best of every single inch of that space. He had a vision in his mind of what the casino would be, and he spent his life making the reality match his vision. Every person he ever brought in to work there, he made sure they were the best at what they did. The dealers, efficient and smooth in running the games. Waiters and waitresses knew the menu backwards and forwards, remembered every detail of every order. The bartenders, they remembered everyone's face and your favorite orders, you could look at them and they'd get your favorite drink. The chefs, they could have just been short-orders and nobody would have minded, but he made sure they were masters, and made sure they had the best ingredients to work with. People loved the place. Within a couple years, every night, filled to capacity, not a chair or a machine open, money flowing in like a waterfall."

Hikari hung onto every word Takeru had to say, finding herself oddly fascinated by being told so many things. It was not typical for one in her role to be given details about anything. Quite the opposite, it was more like she'd be told as little as possible unless it involved her directly.

"He ended up buying out the space one over and knocking out the wall to add more machines and tables. Didn't take long for it to start filling up again anyway." He smiled again, pride at his father's accomplishments clearly showing. "So, back when I was still in shortpants, he got busy. He made deals, took out loans, found backers, pulled out every trick he could...and he got his hands on enough money to make his real dream come true. Started building a big boy casino right in the heart of the big city. Somehow, the crazy guy kept The Palace running while constructing The Mecca, and that should really tell you something about the man." He leaned back, putting his hands up behind his head. "After a year, The Mecca opened. But to him, not much changed. Everything still had to be perfect, and he wouldn't rest until that was the case. Only difference was there was now a lot more to think about. But he didn't mind. And because of that, there's no better casino on the planet, and no casino makes more money. I'm telling you all this so you understand what's expected of you, if you work in my father's casino."

"Understood, sir," Hikari quickly replied. "I'll be as perfect as your father needs me to be."

"His name is Hiroaki Ishida," Takeru said. "Effectively, he'll be your master. The reason why I'm telling you all this is so you understand what's going to be expected of you. We treat our slaves very well, and we ask for perfection in return. Fall short of his expectations, it reflects poorly on me, and we'll toss you out to auction without a thought."

"Absolutely," Hikari said. "I can tell your father has worked extremely hard on his business, I wouldn't dare try to tarnish that."

"Alright. Tangent over," Takeru said. "We'll be landing in a little more than ten minutes and I'll pass you and your brother off."

Hikari's eyes flashed at the mention of her brother. She had nearly forgotten about his circumstances. "A-and, Taichi, my brother, what of him?"

"Still trying to figure that out," Takeru said. "I'm confident that our medical staff can get him back to full health in a few weeks. I suppose we could use some help in the kitchen, getting the ingredients from the delivery trucks to the storage room, something like that."

She nodded. She couldn't have hoped for much better. "One more...w-why so much?"

"I'm sorry?" Takeru said, taking a final drink from the glass before setting it down on a small tray to the left of the chair.

"For me, with...with Hido, I mean...that was a lot of money. Right?" Hikari asked timidly, wondering if she was just giving away her complete lack of knowledge concerning money.

"Oh." Takeru gave a wry little smile. "Yeah, it was...significant. Maybe stupid on my part." He propped his left foot up on his right knee. "Hundred grand for you, hundred grand for your brother. If my father knew he'd beat the heck outta me. Don't tell him." He sighed, looking up at the ceiling. "And I can't even say I'd blame him."

"I-I don't know anything about money," Hikari said quickly. "I do know that I sold for...ten thousand when the Sasaki's bought me. Taichi was fifteen thousand."

"Sounds about right," Takeru mused. "I mean, I don't know what you and your brother looked like back when that happened, but that sounds reasonable. You've obviously deprecated since then, but I'd still guess you could get auctioned off for...eight thousand. And your brother...well, you might get a grand from soneone willing to sell organs and body parts. Probably closer to seven hundred."

Hikari stood there, nervously fidgeting.

"I knew I needed to make a big offer to get Hido to bite," Takeru explained. "He wouldn't go for it unless he was getting at least fifty percent of extra value. And then when he got mad, I had to go crazy."

"But why am I worth one hundred thousand dollars to you, sir?" Hikari asked.

"You're not," Takeru said simply. "In deals like this, things aren't that simple. I evaluated your worth at a hundred thousand, but I got you for nothing." He shrugged. "All I spent was a couple hours of time, really. Maybe you're worth nothing to me."

Hikari gave a small grimace, looking down at the floor.

"I mean, you're not, but you could be."

Hikari looked back up at him, entirely confused, particularly when he gave her a bemused smile.

"I'm sorry, that was mean," Takeru said, turning again to look out the window. "But you're not worth one hundred thousand dollars either. The truth is somewhere in the middle. Couldn't tell you where. I've been playing poker with Hido for ten years, I know how he plays, I know his tells, I know how to outplay him, and I know I'm better than him. Wasn't that worried about losing to him."

Hikari gave a little head nod of acknowledgement. "That makes sense, sir. I think that's all I have."

Takeru pointed at the chair across from his. "Why don't you have a seat over there? In a few minutes we'll fly over the casino, you can check it out from the air."

OOO

~Takeru~

Takeru took the steps down from the exit of the jet, quickly stepping onto the tarmac below. Waiting for him below were two individuals and a small four-wheeled vehicle. There was one other jet, identical to his own, on another platform to the east. The massive casino was a little ways away to the north, a short car trip away.

"Evening," he said casually. "Roberts, we've got a pretty severe case." He pointed with his thumb towards the door to the plane. "He's in the bedroom, been through a lot."

The good doctor was about the same age as Takeru's father, out of his traditional white work coat, wearing instead a black leather jacket. His most distinctive feature was his nearly trimmed and small beard. One of the first hires Hiroaki had made when opening The Mecca, as a capable medical staff was required when bringing in such a significant fleet of slave labor.

"This is a slave, right?" Roberts asked. "What should I do if I find him to be a sunk cost?"

"This is a little different," Takeru said. "No sunk cost line, I want him in condition to work again. Whatever it takes. If Hiroaki asks, it's my problem."

"Got it," he said. "I'll let you know what I think tomorrow afternoon."

Roberts quickly stepped around Takeru, taking the steps up to the entrance of the plane. Hikari poked her head out of the doorway, quickly getting out of the way so the doctor could get in.

"Tanaka." Takeru went up to the other awaiting person. A woman in a lilac trenchcoat, hair done in a bun and slick, slim glasses on her face. "I've got a new worker up there." He again pointed up towards the jet entrance. "She's gonna need some work done though, she's been working outside for six months. Clean her up."

"Not a problem," Tanaka replied, looking up as Hikari's face again poked out. "Come on down!" she said, waving towards Hikari. Cautiously, Hikari began to make her way down the stairs. "What's the plan for her?"

"Depends on how she looks when you're done," Takeru said, lowering his voice as Hikari got closer. "I was thinking she might work well with The Angels, so do everything you can."

"Her?" Tanaka said, squinting over Takeru's shoulder. "That seems like a reach."

"Absolutely," Takeru conceded. "I could be way off. If I don't like what I see when you're done, she might work in the kitchens or waiting tables." He leaned in closer to her. "I just kind of feel like she might bring something a little different to The Angels, might play well."

"I'll do my very best," Tanaka said. "Give me about three days with her. Anything else?"

"She's had nothing to eat but protein blocks for the last six months, get her some real food. It'll make her sick after so long without it, but it's either gonna happen now or happen later. Get it over with now so her stomach can adjust before she starts working." He stepped around Tanaka. "And she's a little shy, try to be nice." He went over to the car, jumping into the passenger side.

OOO

The silver elevator doors slid open, a low little beep signalling it's arrival at the proper floor. Takeru stepped out into the large living room, his bag still slung over his shoulder.

"Evening, sweetie." Natsuko came around the corner to the right, emerging from the kitchen.

"Ahhh, I'm blinded by white!" Takeru said, throwing his hands up over his face. His mother was clad in only a white bathrobe, and her face was covered in a thick white cream.

"That was funny the first time, it's really not funny the eighty-seventh time," she said, crossing her arms over her chest.

"Oh, gimme a break, I've done it at LEAST a hundred times," he said. "Give me some credit."

"So, did you win?" she asked, going over towards the large red velvet couch, in an area in front of the elevator doors.

"Course I won, I was playing Hido," Takeru said dryly.

So obsessed was Hiroaki with running his casino to perfection, he and his family resided on the top floor of the structure. Above all the game rooms, the restaurants, and the hotel and resort, on the twenty-first floor, the Ishida's ruled The Mecca from on high. It was no less carefully maintained than every other floor, with beautiful and expensive pieces of art on every wall and on every surface. The living room was large, several couches and a wall made up of over a dozen giant television screens opposite the elevator doors. Two giant bookshelves were packed to capacity on the east wall. To the right was the kitchen, a pristine place of tile and stainless steel, and the hallway to the left led to the bedrooms, a game room, and a few other luxury chambers. It ensured that Hiroaki was never more than five minutes away from personally being present at any part of his casino, while also allowing him and his family to reside in a place completely isolated from the casino.

"Your father's down on the third floor, some sort of food spillage near the slots and nobody was dealing with it," Natsuko said, tucking a bit of her blonde hair behind her ear. "I just had a feeling that new slot manager wasn't going to work out."

"Yeah, it's called nepotism. I know all about it first hand," Takeru said.

"Don't even say that," his mother chided, sitting down on the couch and putting her feet up on the opposite side. "You're great around here. If it wasn't for you helping with running the casino, I'm convinced your father would have had a heart attack by now. Surprised he hasn't anyway, really."

"That just makes me feel worse, I'm gonna mostly disappear for two months in like three weeks, what if I come back and he's in a hospital bed?" Takeru began slowly walking towards the hallway to his left.

"Oh, he'll be fine," she said, laying back, head on one of the armrests of the couch. "He knows you're chasing your dream. But believe me, these last two years, you've shown that you're the perfect person to inheirit this place one day. You're about the only person your father trusts!"

"Thank you!" Takeru said, disappearing down the hall. "Good night!"

He walked down a thin green carpet, past a few pairs of doors, until he got to one marked by a large yellow diamond. He twisted the golden doorknob and pushed into his bedroom, a large chamber decorated by posters with charts, paragraphs of text, and a few pictures. The four-poster bed was in the far left corner, with four large screens on the wall opposite it.

Immediately, he crossed the room, going past the bed, over to spot on the wall devoid of any posters, right between a chart depicting an estimated point value for every starting hand in Holdem and a glamour shot of Vincent Wilson sitting at a poker table during the 2013 Main Event. He gave the right end of the blank section of wall a couple of pounds with his fist, and a rectangular portion slowly retracted inward.

The piece of wall slid downward after pulling in, revealing a titanium panel with a numerical keypad and a fingerprint scanner along the surface. He pressed his right hand's thumb into the scanner while his left hand rapidly hit the buttons on the keypad. It took about twelve seconds to enter the full code, signified by a small beep. He pulled his hands away, letting the panel pop out slightly.

Takeru grabbed it, pulling it outwards, revealing a long steel tray with stacks of money. The tray pulled out about three feet before stopping, only the front foot or so actually holding money. Takeru shrugged the bag off his shoulder, unzipping it to reveal the eight packs, and began placing them back into the tray.

"Alright, that's nine hundred..." Takeru said under his breath, talking to himself as his hands ran over the piles of money. "Nine hundred seventy..." he picked up one of the stacks, squeezing his together between his fingers, looking at the thickness. "Two. Nine hundred seventy-two."

He stood over his impressive holding of money, eyebrows furrowed in thought.

"Thirty-three thousand...sixty-seven thousand, one hundred nine and a half, one hundred thirty-nine and a half, two hundred thirty six," he muttered. "Good shape, good shape. Three-quarters of a million behind...just live at one hundred two hundred for three weeks, keep it safe."

He slid the tray back into the wall, a whirring click signifying the locking mechanism kicking in. Quickly following that was the wall panel sliding back up, then forward, becoming flush with the rest of the wall, only the tiniest of gaps in the paint indicating there was anything of note about that particular wall section.

Takeru shrugged off his suit jacket, going over to the closet right by the wall of screens and opening the sliding doors. "Call the Angel Suite," he said, voice booming as he clearly enunciated. He hung his jacket up on a hangar, a series of little blips popping off from an array of speakers built into the walls.

"Good evening, sir," a female voice sounded from all directions around Takeru.

"Evening." He began to unbutton his waistcoat. "How's...Ashley booked tonight?"

"Let me check."

Takeru hung his waistcoat up, leaving him in just his white undershirt. He kicked his shoes off as well, using the toe of the opposite foot to get the heel of each shoe off.

"She's open from ten to eleven. Booked through the rest of the night."

"Alright." Takeru stepped out of the closet, looking up at the wall clock to the left of the closet entrance. "Send her up at ten, I'll get her back in plenty of time. Anything I should know about?"

"Nothing bad, sir. We had a whale in this afternoon, said he wants to book Ren once a week every week for the next six months."

"Music to my ears," Takeru replied. "Thank you, that's all."

He made his way over to the bed, flipping onto it, placing his head on the pillow at the top.

"2009 Main Event, Barry Lewis. Main screen," he announced. A few moments later, the largest of the screens on the wall opposite him sprang to life, depicting footage of a poker table in the middle of a hand.

"Barry Lewis looks like he's going to play this hand." A bald man with a beard was shown looking at his two cards. "He's got jack ten of clubs, under the gun plus one."

"One of the best drawing hands in poker, but Barry is in early position here, so it's tough. You could just limp in, but then it's easy for someone down the line to raise, maybe even as a squeeze play, and then it's really hard to know where you're at, and you'll be out of position, so unless you flop two pair or better it's tough. So some people raise to indicate strength, get lesser hands to fold and discourage squeezes with bad hands. But then if you get three-bet, you kind of have to fold."

The man threw out three white chips. "Standard raise, bumping it to three hundred. Coleman folds, Suzuki folds..." 


	5. On A Draw

Chapter 5: On A Draw

It was a rare thing for Hikari to feel like she was the center of attention.

But, with multiple people caring for her over the course of several days, there was no other way to feel. Ever since being passed off to Tanaka, her life had become a blur of being passed around from room to room and person to person. It seemed like each step was purging the remnants of the last six months, washing away her time at the Sasaki's.

Her raggy clothes had been disposed of and she had been given simple undergarments to wear, something that contributed to her embarrassment as she was put through the various treatments. First had been her skin, as she was covered practically from head to toe in a milky cream and placed inside of a tube. Various contraptions and devices whirred all around her, the temperature changing from time to time inside. It itched like crazy, but she had been told to not move, so she simply closed her eyes and tried to think of her brother.

There was her hair as well, covered with a clear gel and thoroughly massaged, then washed out with water. She had been scrubbed down and rinsed off. A man had even come to examine inside of her mouth and use some small brushes to clean it out, something she had never done before and had quite a hard time with.

The worst had to be when they had scrubbed her feet of calluses. Though she was grateful that the uncomfortable pieces of hardened skin were gone, the process had been rather torturous. Rough pads had been scraped across her feet, making her cackle with laughter and fight with all her strength to pull her feet away, until eventually she had to be held down. With no choice but to submit to their process, she could only sit there and laugh herself to tears.

All of this was done a few times over a few days. By the end, she had to admit, it was probably all worth it. Even during the house parties with the Ripley family, she had never looked or felt quite this good.

Her skin was smooth to the point where she couldn't stop running her hands over it. She spent time looking in mirrors, noting how evenly colored her body was, no bruises or burns. Not even discolored spots. Her hair was fuller now, made healthy again by some process she couldn't hope to understand. She felt energetic in a way she hadn't known for some time, like she actually wanted to do things now. It was like an entirely new person had emerged from the three day process, someone she could hardly recognize.

She was standing right at the mouth of a massive room, brightly colored and practically glowing with bright lights. Rows and rows of square-shaped machines lined the area closest to her, people standing in front of them and interacting with them. From the slightly elevated spot at the entrance she could peer over these rows to see large green tables surrounded by people on the far side. She couldn't make any details out, but it was fair to assume they were all playing various games.

The room was packed with people, waves of them moving up and down the rows, adding to the utter chaos that the room presented. Emotions seemed to be running high as well, as every glance revealed someone reacting strongly to what she could only assume was a good or bad result.

Takeru stood at her side, looking out on the room as well. He turned to look at her.

"This is a casino," Takeru said. "THE casino. Paradise on Earth."

Hikari could feel a rush of adrenaline from just being near all this action. It was actually a little overwhelming. All the lights were hurting her eyes, and she felt a flash of heat from her body.

"It's...it's different," she said, looking around.

"Little much for you?" Takeru reached back and gave her a light clap on the shoulder. "Well, you'll be working here, so you gotta get used to it. Come on, gotta run before you can walk sometimes."

He gestured forwards with his right arm as he began walking forward. Hikari, against her base instincts, followed. The environment became all the more intoxicating and suffocating as she actually entered the fray. She almost felt faint, but she forced herself to continue forward.

"People from all around come to spend time here," Takeru said loudly, going through the first row of slots, leading the way for Hikari, pushing through a throng of people. "From hundreds of miles around, they book rooms in our five-star resort, they eat the best food in the world, and they gamble their savings on hundreds of different games."

"It's, uh...it's quite an...atmosphere," Hikari said, voice raised to get past the general buzz of the crowd around her. "What are these?" She pointed at the machines lined up on either side of her. There were small screens on each one depicting numbers and symbols. People were slipping coins into small slots along the front, and then hitting a large button just below the screen.

"Slot machines," Takeru said, stopping in the aisle and turning around to look at her. "You put money into it and you push the button. Then the symbols randomly spin around and stop, and if you make a pattern of symbols you win money."

She watched for a moment, spinning her head around to see the array of symbols on the screen spin around madly before stopping, notations popping up on the screen at the end of each spin.

"So...so how do you do it?" Hikari asked, Takeru again pacing up the aisle, Hikari quick to follow. "What's the trick?"

"No trick. One hundred percent luck, completely random," Takeru answered.

"So you just...hit the button and the machine decides if you win money or not?" Hikari asked, forehead wrinkling in confusion. "How do you make money with something like that?"

"Oh, WE definitely make money." Takeru got to the end of the aisle, and simply took two sharp rights to go into the next one, continuing to expose Hikari to the general chaos of the game rooms. She suspected this was by design. "The slot machine odds are bad for the players. You're more likely to lose money than win money. The cheaper the spin, the worse the value. Even the big spins are stacked against the players."

"Then why does anyone play them?" Hikari asked, continuing to feel weaker the longer she spent out in this madness, but pushing on to follow.

Takeru laughed. "I like that question, that's a good question. Because they think it's fun, because they're bored, because they don't care about losing some money if they kill some time. Or maybe they think today is their lucky day. Maybe they've found some...magical new way to game the odds and beat the system." He looked around at the dozens of individuals sitting in front of the machines. "At the end of the day, these machines have profit margins so big, we couldn't keep this place going without them."

"I...I'm not sure I get it," Hikari said, stopping at his side. "N-not that it doesn't work, obviously, I can see it works...very well, sir."

Takeru gave her a grin. "Hey, I'm right there with you, I find the things boring as hell myself. But I like the money they bring in." He pointed at the row of machines one aisle over. "Over there, nickel-slots. Costs five cents a spin. Twenty spins for a dollar. Not so bad, right?" He turned around and began walking again, Hikari hot on his heels. "Even if you never get a penny out of the machine, you could sit there all day and not lose more than a couple hundred dollars, so the average player won't feel it. And hey, there's a fifteen thousand dollar jackpot in there somewhere, you press the button enough times and maybe it'll pop out." He came out into the main aisle in the middle of the room, now walking down it towards the far half of the room, Hikari grateful to be in a slightly less crowded area. "Of course, on average the machines only give back twenty percent value. So over the long run, each five cent spin returns one cent back to the player. So we get four cents. Average player can spin five times a minute, that's twenty cents a minute to us. Twelve dollars an hour, two hundred and eighty-eight dollars a day. Four hundred nickel slots in the casino, on weekdays there's an average of about a hundred of them in use at any given time, that's just shy of twenty-nine thousand dollars to us per weekday. On weekends, goes up to an average of two hundred in use, fifty-eight thousand a day. Take maintenance and care into account, subtract a couple other expenses, and that's two hundred thousand dollars to the casino per week on average, just from nickel slots."

"Wow," Hikari said, relieved as the two came out in the relatively open area just past the slots. Takeru had turned around and was standing on his tiptoes, looking back at the slot machines, apparently looking for something. "T-that's...that's quite something." She was still fuzzy on the concept of money, but it certainly sounded impressive. "You've got all that memorized?"

"I've been around this place so much in my life, I've got nearly everything memorized." Takeru's face suddenly wrinkled. "Okay, one second. Burt!"

Hikari looked over her shoulder to see a man in a black suit jacket with a red undershirt and black tie approach. He gave a large smile, looking over Hikari right to Takeru.

"Why good evening, Takeru!" he said, a bit of a twanging drawl in his voice. "Real nice evening so far."

"Yeah, Burt, what's up with the Deathroller-themed slots, what's going on?" Takeru asked, speaking rapidly. Hikari ducked to the side, getting the sense that this was a business matter she didn't want to get in the middle of.

"W-what's going on, they're doing great, they're the best ones right now "

"Yeah, I saw the charts, they're up thirty-three percent, you know why, right?" Takeru said, putting his hands on his hips. "The new movie is coming out next week."

"Yeah, the movie," Burt said, chuckling a bit to himself. "You know, I'm gonna see that, might go opening week "

"Burt!" Takeru snapped. "Why aren't the Deathroller-themed slots up at the front where everyone can see them when they come in? They're the most popular ones right now, they should be where everyone can see them when they come in!"

"O-oh...well, Takeru, they're already up over thirty percent as it is," Burt replied, motioning with his hand over his shoulder. "I mean "

"People can't even see them when they come in, they gotta walk through a maze to get to them, they need to be in the front!" Takeru said, exasperated. "Come on, think about it, they're up thirty percent now, you move them up to the front, they might be up seventy percent!"

"But they were doing so well, I just didn't think I should mess with a good thing," Burt explained, holding his hands out defensively.

"Yeah, you do mess with a good thing, when you can make a better thing!" He pointed over towards the machines. "Call in a crew and have them move the machines around, and get your head in the game, Burt! You're the slot manager, I shouldn't have to tell you these things, this is supposed to be the stuff you figure out!"

Burt nodded, reaching up to scratch the back of his head. "Y...you're right, I'm sorry, you're...you're totally right, I don't know what I was thinking!"

"Yeah, me either," Takeru said, nevertheless cracking a small smile. "Look, don't apologize, just do it. Call down a crew and move the machines, rush hour starts in an hour and a half, have it done by then."

"Y-yeah, no problem, right away!" Burt gave Takeru a salute. "I'll do that right away!"

"Good!" Takeru turned back around, tugging on the lapels of his jacket as he did. Hikari quickly took up stride right behind him again. "Unreal, I think nobody would notice a difference if we let a rooster manage the slots in here."

"W-what am I going to do in here, sir?" Hikari asked, looking around the massive room. She did see men and women wearing gold-colored blazers or gold-colored shirts buzzing around from table to table, interacting with the players.

"You might not be working in here specifically, you'll definitely spend time in here though," Takeru explained. "We'll talk more about that in a bit. But I wanted you to have a look around here, get an idea of the sort of environment you're going to be in. Long ways away from anything you've seen before, and you'll have to adjust fast."

"Yes sir, anything you want," Hikari said, quickly nodding.

"Alright, I think that's enough sweating out of you," Takeru said, smirking. Hikari unconsciously reached up to her forehead, realizing quite suddenly that the chaotic atmosphere had caused her to profusely perspire. "I'll get you out of here."

OOO

Even though the entire room was colored a rather aggressive red, Hikari found it a peaceful relief to be somewhere far less populated. Shelves of books covered the left wall, with another shelf filled with artwork opposite on the right. There were all sorts of charts on the wall by the door as well. A large oak desk was up near the back wall, all sorts of papers and screens set up on the surface, a massive pane of glass behind the chair servicing as a window out to one of the game rooms, giving a dream view. She was standing in front of the desk, Takeru having taken a seat behind it.

"Father's office," Takeru explained, holding his hands out to the side. "I do some work from here as well, try to make it a bit easier on him."

"It's very nice," Hikari said, coming up a bit closer to the desk and having a look over it's contents.

"Don't tell him I was sitting in his chair though," Takeru said. "In any case, there are a couple of reasons why I'm explaining some of the particulars of this business to you. I think it's good for you to understand that we make a lot of money here. I won't break down every piece of it, no point, but we're talking millions of dollars a day, net." He pointed down towards the ground. "Somewhere about thirty feet underground, beneath this casino, we have what we call a count room. I'm not even allowed in the count room. It's where all this money ends up. I've been told that on weekends, you could practically build a house out of stacks of money." He cleared his throat. "The Sasaki's made a lot of money too, one of the biggest food distributors in the world. But their profit margins were thin, so many things going wrong that cut into their take, so many expenses. That's why they worked their field hands so hard and gave them so little. Had to maximize. We don't have to do that here, our margins are thick. We can treat the labor better. You won't find many better work opportunities. So it's in your best interest to stay working here as long as you can."

Hikari nodded energetically, feeling so much better getting away from the crowd. "Yes sir, I can already tell how lucky I am."

"Now then." Takeru leaned back in the chair, spinning it around to look out of the large window. "I'm going to propose something a little unconventional. Maybe even a little uncomfortable. Best thing you can do is tell me how you really feel about it. Do you know what a prostitute is?"

Hikari thought for a moment before shaking her head.

Takeru nodded. "Not exactly something you'd see very much in your line of work. Do you know what sex is?"

Hikari blanched, taken slightly aback, but she was quick to nod. "I do know that."

"How would you define it?" Takeru asked.

"W-well...I have no personal experience with it, I couldn't tell you a lot about it, but...it's a thing that people do when they love each other, and it can result in the woman becoming pregnant."

"That's all true," Takeru affirmed. "One thing I'd add is that the process of having it feels...good. It's enjoyable. So that's kind of the key thing here, because...basically, a prostitute is a person who has sex with people that they don't love. They do it for the physical pleasure element only, they do it with people they don't even know and might never see again. And these people, they pay the prostitute for it."

"O-okay. S-so, a...prostitute gets to have...sex with people, and these people also pay the prostitute. So the prostitute gets to have sex, which feels good, and get money." Hikari paused for a moment, running her words through her head. "I mean...it sounds...like a great deal."

Takeru started laughing, leaning back in the chair. "When you put it like that, yeah. Maybe I'm in the wrong profession." He sighed. "Well, I suppose it's just that...normally, sex implies a deep connection between the two individuals. So a prostitute says, we can have sex without any connection between us, I'll just do it with you, but you have to pay me for that. So, prostitution is one of the oldest businesses in the world. And when we opened The Mecca, at first, the sidewalks outside were just crawling with them. Women, occasionally a couple men, knowing that anyone entering or exiting the casino must have some money on them, just combing the streets, looking for customers. It was a total disaster, gave the place a bad name, because it just goes wrong so often. The customers end up being up to no good, the prostitute ends up being up to no good, so many exchanges result in robberies or kidnappings or...even death. The prostitute could have...a disease, pass it along. The customer could have a disease. Just really not good."

Takeru suddenly reached up to his collar, again gripping the corner of it, tilting his head down towards it.

"Tell him I'll be there by six," Takeru said. Hikari straightened up again, attention drawn by his sudden change in conversation focus.

"Sorry." Takeru released his collar. "Anyway, a couple years ago, we had the idea of making it a little more corporate. Bring the business inside the actual casino. My father let me put it together. I went around, found some girls who I thought had the proper assets, and they work as prostitutes inside the facility. So the prostitutes, since they work for the casino, can be trusted to not have ulterior motives. The process is under surveillance, so the customers can't get out of line. We have medical equipment, makes sure everyone is clean. You can't get away with refusing to pay or anything like that. You'd have to be insane to take your chances outside when you can get action inside. Not long after we started, all the ones outside realized things had dried for them and went away, things have been great ever since. We've got about two dozen girls now. We call them The Angels. I think you'd fit in very well with them. What do you think?"

Hikari stood there, on the opposite side of the desk, blinking over at Takeru. They simply waited in silence for several seconds.

"No, I'm actually asking," Takeru said. "Would you be willing to do that?"

"...oh, well...I don't have a choice, right?" Hikari said awkwardly, looking down towards the floor. "If you're telling me this is what I'm going to do, then...well, I'm doing it."

"Let's say you do, just for the sake of argument. You do have at least...some say here, how do you feel?" Takeru said, putting his hands up behind his head.

Hikari gave a small grimace. "T-to tell the truth, I've...never done it before."

"It's actually not all that hard. The girls can teach you, it's mostly a very...natural thing, should come to you no problem. Here's the thing, though, this isn't something you can just do by going through the motions. It's not like...cleaning a room, where you can just force yourself to do it, or be forced to do it. You have to be in, mentally. If you don't want to do it, I wouldn't try to force you, it'll never work like that. All of the girls we have in the group right now enjoy their work. They like it, they want to do it, that's very important. So, what do you think?"

Hikari reached up to scratch the side of her face. "Uh...well, sir, I suppose it sounds a lot better than picking crops and chopping wood."

"Oh, trust me, it is. It's really as...good as it gets for someone like you. If it's not that, you could just be a waitress out on the casino floor or in the restaurant, but you're on your feet all day, you're active all day, it's just not as good." He ran his tongue over his upper lip. "What I'm suggesting for you is, really, a dream. You'll spend most of your time walking around the casino, being visible so clients can approach you, and then they book timeslots with you."

"W-well. Alright then, I'll...I'll do that." Hikari had to admit, this was so far away from her comfort zone, she was almost tempted to decline just out of a fear of the unknown. There were at the very least things she knew how to do in the world, and as dull as they might have been, as least she knew she was good at them.

But, after such a long life of nothing but the mundane, there was a certain...allure to such an out-of-bounds job description.

"Alright." Takeru stood up. "I'll pass you off to The Angels, they'll set you up with what you need. I've told you everything you need to know. All you can do now is put everything you have into your work here."

OOO

~Takeru~

It always amused him, how the Ichijouji's made their living on the cutting edge of technology, but then turned around and took up residence in such an old-fashioned mansion. The Ichijouji manor would have fit right in about two hundred years prior, with it's marble surfaces and massive white pillars, plus the almost-comically high ceilings that wasted so much potential space. It may have been an intimidating palace of a house, but it was inefficient and out of date.

Now that he thought about it, perhaps it wasn't smart to have The Mecca's computer system running entirely on their hardware and software.

Guided by a maid through the blindingly white halls of the manor, Takeru amused himself with such thoughts. In truth, he had an appreciation for the place. It was like stepping through a time machine, back into an era long before he was born. He might not enjoy living here, but it wasn't a bad place to visit.

"You know, you don't really need to guide me, I've been here plenty of times, I know where everything is," Takeru said wryly, as the two approached a tall white door built into the wall with a golden knob.

"Just doing my job, sir," she replied, reaching forward to open the door.

"Well, can't argue with that," he conceded. "You're doing very well."

Ken's game room was a good deal smaller than Hido's, as his game tastes were a little more focused and specific. Other than the poker table, which was surrounded by all of Takeru's closest friends, he had a billiards table and a dartboard on the far wall. Ken preferred to keep his attention on games where skill factored in, ignoring those that were based purely in luck. Regardless, it was still quite a nice room, three chandeliers hanging from high above and a fine patterned carpet across the floor.

"I actually thought you might not show," Ken called out from the seat opposite Juliet, turning around to look at Takeru. "After the last game, I figured you might just stop coming, get out while you're peaking."

"You kidding me?" Takeru said, quickly crossing the distance between him and the table and sweeping himself into a chair on the right side of the table. "I'd never pass up an opportunity to play poker in the world's douchiest house."

"Man, you live in a CASINO," Ken retorted. "A literal CASINO. It doesn't get any douchier than that, don't even try to compare, we're all looking up at you."

"I dunno. Every time I come in here, I keep looking around for someone wearing a crown so I can bow to them," Takeru said, looking over at Juliet. "Deal me in." He reached into his inside jacket pocket, pulling out a stack of cash, tossing it out onto the table in front of her. She took it, placing it at her feet underneath the table.

"Nobody even think about feeling sorry for him tonight, no matter what happens," Hido said from the corner seat to Juliet's right, pointing a finger over to Takeru. "Whatever happens, he deserves it. Aces cracked, house over house, runner-runner quads, no matter how bad it is, he has it coming."

"I wasn't planning on feeling sorry for him," Sammy said, putting a pair of slim, polarized sunglasses on his face.

"That game we had a few days ago was nothing," Hido grumbled. "We played heads-up the next day and he rivered a royal on the last hand."

"You guys played heads-up?" Daryl asked, looking back and forth between the two. "What, for practice?"

"Well, sure, that's part of it," Takeru said. "We played for that...that slave girl."

"What, the girl serving drinks at Hido's?" Daisy said. "You wanted her?"

"Yeah, I did," Takeru replied, watching as Juliet began dealing the cards out to the table full of players. "She filled a need for the casino."

"She disappointed you yet?" Hido asked harshly, looking down at his two cards. He grabbed two white chips from his stack and tossed them in towards the middle of the table.

"Couldn't say," Takeru said airily. "We've spent the last few days undoing all the damage you did to her, she hasn't started yet." He looked down at the nine of clubs and the five of spades. He tossed his cards back over to Juliet.

Hido scoffed. "I don't get you, man."

"A royal, though, wow," Miyako said, seated to the right of Ken. "You are due to run a bit bad after something like that."

"Yeah, I only turned aces full," Hido hissed. "One card to hit one out, of course he hits it!"

"Did you apologize to Juliet yet?" Takeru asked, watching as Yuma threw a white chip into the middle and Akira tapped the table.

"Actually, yes," Hido admitted, throwing the brown-haired dealer a furtive glance. "I mean...that was out of line, I apologized."

"Good. You know, speaking of practice, we should play some Omaha tonight at some point."

Juliet burned the top card from the deck, then set out the ace of hearts, the nine of hearts, and the three of clubs.

OOO

"You're actually asking me to play Omaha against the best players in the world when I keep forgetting the rules?" Miyako looked over at Ken, frowning. "Do you want to just see me fail or what?"

"Forgetting the rules?" Ken repeated. "Honey, don't even say that, nobody believes that. You've been playing Omaha since you were twelve, you know the rules as well as anyone."

"Yeah, that's what makes it so sad when I forget them!" Miyako groused.

Takeru bent over slightly, peeling up the corners of the four cards in front of him. Queen of diamonds, queen of spades, ten of diamonds, nine of spades.

"Occasionally, you misplay a hand, which everyone in the world does. It's a complex game. Please, you should at least do a few of them, the first Omaha event has a thousand dollar buyin. You can drop a thousand dollars on an Omaha tournament." Ken looked over to Takeru.

"I open for the pot," Takeru said, grabbing a white chip and a green chip, tossing the two in.

"I guess," Miyako said, shrugging, waiting for Sammy to kick his cards in towards Juliet before following suit. "It's my first World Series, I just feel like I should stick to Holdem this year, maybe re-evaluate next year."

"What's the worst that happens? You gain some experience and lose a little money, you'll more than make up for it in the other events!" Ken grabbed two black chips and tossed them in to the middle. "I re-pot," he said.

Takeru's glance found it's way over towards Ken, his interest piqued.

"Okay, so...sixteen-hundred to call?" Akira asked, looking down at his cards. "Yeah, sure." He tossed in a black chip, green chip, and white chip.

"I call," Takeru said with the action back on him, tossing in a black chip and two white chips.

"Three players. Five thousand five hundred in the pot," Juliet said, taking all the chips into the center, pooling them together, tossing two white chips back over towards Ken.

"Man." Akira took a sip out of his glass of beer. "I just have you guys so trapped right now."

"Yeah, I really feel trapped right now," Ken said dryly, shooting Akira a small smirk.

"I feel trapped and I'm not even in the hand," Daisy said, reaching down to adjust the front of her low-cut dress, making sure it was even.

Juliet set a card to the side, then flipped the next three up in the middle. Ace of clubs, seven of hearts, two of spades.

Takeru stared at the cards for a few seconds, then tapped the table with his fingers a few times. "Check to the raiser," he said.

"Alright, let's say...fifteen hundred," Ken announced, tossing a black chip and green chip in.

"Fifteen hundred," Juliet said flatly, turning over to Akira.

"I'll do the one thousand Omaha, that's it," Miyako said. "Just the one, I'll be out in two hours and you won't even consider asking me to do any more."

"If you cash in the one thousand, you have to do the fifteen hundred," Ken countered.

"Then I'll probably just intentionally try to go out on the first hand in the one thousand," she said sarcastically.

Akira took a stack of green chips, removing the top half of it and tossing them in towards Juliet.

"Raise to five thousand," Juliet said, turning back to Takeru. "Your move, sir."

"Wow," Takeru mumbled, watching the line of green chips from Akira. "I was going to check-raise. Guess I can't now." He grabbed his four face-down cards and tossed them towards Juliet. "I had a beautiful hand too. So much promise when we started."

"They're all beautiful hands until the flop kills them," Yuma said. Takeru leaned back in his chair, turning to grab a small plate with a kebob on it. Grabbing the end of the metal rod, he used his teeth to rip off a piece of veal.

"And what makes you so sure I'll 'make up' for it in the other events anyway?" Miyako watched as Ken considered his chipstack.

"One second," Ken said quietly. "It's such a dry flop, what could you have?" He eventually took three black chips and a green chip. "I call." With the chips being pulled into the middle, he turned to Miyako. "You're gonna make up for it, there are like thirty Holdem events."

"What if I don't cash in any of them?" Miyako said, propping her right elbow on the edge of the table and resting her face in her hand.

Ken started snickering. "Then...then I need to find a new girlfriend I guess," he said sarcastically. "Come on, you're good, you're gonna do great, don't even say that."

"Two players. Ten thousand five hundred in the pot." Juliet burned a card from the top, placing out the jack of clubs.

"Daisy, that goes for you too, we need more women in Omaha events. Complete sausagefest," Sammy commented. "Every eye in the building is gonna be on you."

"Exposure is definitely good for me, I'll probably at least do some of them," Daisy said, shrugging.

"You should do every event then. Even if you lose it's good for your other careers," Takeru said. "I'm doing every event except One Drop, I know Ken is too, you may as well. Total sum of all the buyins is...a little less than a quarter million, you'll totally benefit more than that from all the camera time you'll get."

"But Stud is so boring," Daisy said in a forelorn little whine. "And I'll embarrass myself playing...Razz and Hi-Lo. I might embarrass myself playing Omaha really."

"Alright, I check," Ken said, pointing over to Akira. "Do your worst."

"How much you got behind?" Akira asked, stretching his head up to look at Ken's stack of chips.

"About twenty-one thousand," Ken replied.

"Wow, look at this pot," Yuma said quietly. "Finally a big one, was waiting for this."

Akira hesitated for several seconds, then reached forward to tap the table.

"I would have bet a thousand dollars he was going to fire," Miyako said. "What's going on here?"

"Oh, and Daisy." Takeru turned to look at the buxom blonde. "You're not capable of embarrassing yourself doing anything."

Daisy gave him a sly smile. "I'm not so sure about that."

"You make everything you do look good," Takeru continued.

Juliet burned a card and threw down the the ace of diamonds.

"Well, all the same, not my best games," Daisy said. "I'll save the money."

"Go ahead," Ken said, pointing over at Akira.

"I'm gonna do every event except One Drop too," Sammy added, putting the unlit cigarette back between his lips. "My dad wants me to, and he's going to be doing all of them too, so I may as well."

"Okay, hold on everyone, Akira's got a big decision," Yuma said, raising his voice just a bit. Immediately, the entire table went silent, conversations dying out, looking over at the man with slightly dark skin.

His eyes flittered about, looking at the cards in the center of the table, then over to Ken, then at the chipstack in front of him. Finally, with a puff of breath from his nostrils, he reached forward and grabbed five black chips, along with four green chips. He pushed the small tower in the middle.

"Seven thousand," Juliet announced, taking the tower into the pot in the middle of the table.

Immediately, the focus of the table's occupants went over to Ken, who had his arms folded over each other on the edge of the table in front of him. The silence continued on, all the other players respecting Ken's need to consider his options with some quiet.

Ken looked down at his chips, slowly reaching his hands forward to move them around. A half-stack of blacks, twelve greens, five stacks of whites. He committed nothing to the center, instead making sure his count was correct.

"All-in," Ken said, so quiet it could only be heard because it was so silent right now. Takeru jolted a bit, and Daryl's head snapped up to look at the blue-haired young man.

But nobody would say anything. Akira was a player who preferred to think out things without commentary, reasoning it all out inside his head.

Takeru cleaned off his kebab and stood up, slowly walking away from the table, using the wait to stretch his legs a bit. He paced away. In short order, Daisy, Miyako, and Sammy also stood up from their seats, slowly making their way to the other side of the room, towards Takeru.

"What do you think?" Miyako said in a hushed tone, whispering as the four young adults got together across the room. "Should I be concerned?"

"It's really tough," Takeru replied, leaning down slightly, keeping his voice down. "Akira definitely has an ace in his hand, that's obvious. Kind of weird he slowed down on the turn, but he has an ace at least."

"I feel like that jack hit someone," Daisy added, covering her mouth with her hand, turning around to look at the table. "They both checked after the jack came up. Feels like maybe someone was trying to trap on the river with two pair."

"If Akira has ace-jack, he would have snap-called, obviously. Maybe ace-seven, but he would have called by now too I think. I think he just has trips." Takeru reached back behind his head to scratch at the top of his neck. "Probably playing ace-king."

"Ken has a full house for sure," Sammy said, pursing his lips and nodding. "Has to be. I think he has ace-jack."

"I don't know, he checked the turn and the river. If he had ace-jack, wouldn't he value bet the river?" Daisy pointed out. "Could you really check the nuts and risk getting no value?"

"He potted pre-flop, maybe he has two jacks in his hand," Sammy said. "Would you do this with two jacks? It's such a risk, so many hands with an ace have you beat."

"If he has jacks, I feel like he would have just called," Takeru mused. "Maybe Ken has two kings and is turning it into a bluff. Decided there was too much in the pot to just let it go."

"Maybe Akira has jacks," Miyako said. "Bet it for value on the river, now he's worried about aces full."

Akira finally moved, having done nothing but blink for a couple minutes. He reached up to wipe his forehead, sighing. "Why didn't I just check?" he groaned. "Alright, I gotta do it." He reached down towards his chip stacks. "I call."

Ken grabbed his four cards, flipping them over onto the table. Two jacks and two eights.

"Jacks full of aces," Juliet said in her pleasant, flat voice.

"Ohhh, I could have just checked behind," Akira groaned, taking his four cards and tossing them over in front of Juliet, not flipping them over. "He gave me an exit and I didn't take it, what the hell was I thinking?"

Ken jumped to his feet, clapping his hands together. "Ohh!" he expelled. "I can't believe that held up!"

"Whoa," Takeru said, going back up to the table to look at Ken's hand. "I didn't think you'd shove with jacks."

"I thought I was beat when he bet the river like that, I was turning my hand into a bluff," Ken admitted, wiping a bit of sweat from his forehead. "I was thinking he had ace-deuce or ace-seven, I was trying to get him off it. I tried to make it look like ace-jack."

"How did nobody have ace-jack?" Hido said, somewhat shocked as Juliet pushed the large pot over to Ken. "You thought you could get him off aces full?"

"If I could play three of my hole cards, I would have had aces full," Akira said, still smarting from the hit to his net worth. "Was that a bad call? I had ace king with two sixes."

Takeru scratched the bridge of his nose. "I dunno, the pot was nearly...forty-thousand dollars, so you're getting two to one. You're beating a bluff, and maybe ace-queen or ace-ten."

"Just tell me it was a bad call," Akira said. "Donkey call."

"Hey, Ken absolutely has it in him to bluff like that," Yuma said, pointing at Ken. "He can make some crazy plays, you could easily have had the best hand. Don't feel bad."

"Alright." Akira stood up. "I'm gonna get another twenty-five thousand."

"Gutsy shove," Daisy said. "Must feel pretty nice, bluffing when you actually have the best hand." She sat back down, pushing her hair back behind her head.

"I never thought he could call unless he had ace-jack or aces." Ken shook his head, then reached forward and began stacking his chips.

"Hey, Hido, you happy now?" Takeru pointed over at Ken. "He's the one chipping up tonight, not me. I'm down nearly seven thousand so far, running bad, are you happy now?"

"I'm down ten thousand!" Hido exclaimed, pointing at his chips. "So, no, not really."

"Oh yeah, running real bad," Daryl said, voice dripping with sarcasm. "We've played for three hours and you're down less than thirty-five big blinds, that's horrible."

"I wish I could run bad like that," Akira said. "I just lost more than three times that in one hand."

"You've barely played any hands tonight, that's what happens when you fold over and over," Miyako added.

"Well, I've been a little card-dead, so Hido can...get some satisfaction out of that." Takeru watched Juliet distribute out cards, one to each player going around the table, until each player had four.

Takeru looked down at his. Ten of clubs, five of hearts, five of spades, five of diamonds.

"Speaking of card-dead," Takeru said, tossing the four cards over to Juliet. "Pass."

"How much longer do you need to be card-dead before you start getting frustrated and playing garbage?" Sammy asked. "Come on, it's gotta happen, just take a chance with a random hand!"

"I could just throw my money in the toilet instead," Takeru said dryly. "Man, Hido might have been right, maybe I used up all my good cards a few days ago. Just not hitting like I was then."

"I'd like to feel for you, but...you know, I don't," Hido said a bit darkly.

"I got nothing to complain about," Takeru said, reaching back to take a drink from his glass of water. "Just hope the cards come back in a few weeks."

"Pot," Daisy announced, placing six hundred in chips forward on the table. 


	6. Running Good

Chapter 6: Running Good

"I'm not kidding," Hikari said. Seated on the edge of the bed, she had her legs pointed out straight in front of her, looking at the pair of blue flats on her feet. "I have never worn a pair of shoes in my life until this moment."

"What do you think?" Heather asked, standing in front of her with her hands on her hips.

"Honestly, I always thought they looked like the most uncomfortable things in the world," Hikari said, flexing her feet around. "I think I might have been right. Feels absolutely bizarre."

"You'll get used to it," Heather said. "Trust me, it's a good thing. It's very rare for slaves to be given shoes, but Takeru wants us looking a little more professional out in the casino. It'll take awhile to get used to, but it'll help you a lot in the long run, and the gesture from Takeru means a lot."

"Twenty years of being barefoot, I don't know if I'll ever get used to it," Hikari said. "But I suppose it's part of the uniform, I'll bear it."

Hikari almost couldn't believe the optimism that radiated from these girls. Heather had taken a special interest in bringing her up to speed, but she had interacted with several of the others as well, and there was a glow of positivity in all of them. They were all slaves, property without human rights, but this felt so incredibly different from how things had been at either of her two stops, it felt as if things were radically different. These girls were happy, they had casual conversation, they made jokes, they knew things. It was a wonderful change from what she knew before.

"Truth be told, I'm a lot more grateful for actually getting my own room. That's something I never imagined would happen." Hikari looked around the bedroom, an admittedly simple chamber consisting of little more than a blanket-covered bed, couple of cabinets, and a small closet, with a doorway to a half-bathroom in the corner furthest away from the door.

"Just make sure to call in the cleaning crew if a mess gets made. You'll be taking clients back here, it has to look decent," Heather said. "Not that they'll be spending too much time looking at the room."

Heather was perhaps half an inch taller than Hikari, still a bit shorter than average, with straight platinum blonde hair that fell just past her shoulders. Her body seemed to be built solidly, the sculpted quality of her arms indicating more strength than might be assumed based off her size. Her face was a little rounded, not matching the compactness of the rest of her body. She seemed to have something of a leadership role among the girls, taking charge of Hikari's introduction to her job.

"Right. About that, like I said before...I have no experience in...well, sex," Hikari said, stumbling slightly over the words, still a little gunshy.

"Hey, neither did I when I got pulled into this two years ago," Heather replied. "It's not hard, it'll come to you naturally. The clients aren't looking for some super passionate lovemaking, they just need someone who generally knows what she's doing. You'll start out on the inexpensive end, people won't expect the world of you. Just don't be too self-conscious, that's one thing that'll make it so much harder. This is just a job, we're providing a service to people who need it."

"Alright," she said, standing up from the bed. "Just never assume that I know something. I really don't know anything about anything, my entire world for nineteen years was the inside of the old Ripley house."

"Half the girls who have come through here have said similar things at first. Most slaves are kept in the dark about the outside world by design, it's nothing to be ashamed of." Heather went over to her side, clapping her on the back, sweeping towards the door, guiding Hikari towards it as well.

"You know, I don't...I don't even know why...why people like you and me and my brother are slaves and people like...Takeru aren't, I have no idea what makes that the case." Hikari grimaced. "Now that I think about it. When you're little, they put you to work so early, you never have time to question the why."

"Some stuff that happened two hundred years ago or something," Heather said, opening the door and entering the hallway. "Remember, your room is eight twenty-two, that's where you'll tell clients to meet you." She pointed up at the brass numbers on the door.

"O-okay," Hikari said. "What happened two hundred years ago?"

Having been told so much extranenous information in the last several days, Hikari found herself enjoying learning different things. Especially if it wasn't something that she needed to know. It made her feel more empowered.

"Oh...if I tell you you might get upset, it's really kind of frustrating," Heather said, putting her hand up to her forehead as the two girls made their way down the hall. "It was...well, society collapsed, too many people and not enough resources, that sort of thing. Kind of a dark age. The human race was in trouble, and people decided that a significant portion of the population was going to have to...bend over and take it, or else things wouldn't get better. Of course, nobody would volunteer, so there was a big war. Exactly what you want when humanity is already in danger of flickering out, right?"

"So...our side lost?" Hikari asked, strangely fascinated by hearing the story of how her life had been ruined before she had even been born.

"Something like that. Alliances were made, one side got a big leg up with manpower and resources, and the other side just had to lay down. We're in this position now because...our great-great-great-great-great-grandparents were on the losing side, I guess."

"That is frustrating, you're right," Hikari mumbled. The two stopped in front of a door right by the silver elevator doors, marked eight zero one.

"Yeah, but what can you do?" Heather said, pressing her fingers onto the doorknob. A few seconds later, a faint click came from the knob, and she twisted it, opening up to the room. "And hey, it's not gonna be like this forever. Maybe we'll even live to see when it ends."

"Really?" Hikari entered the much larger room, this one without a bed, having been replaced with a desk with some paperwork atop it. There were chairs all around. Otherwise, the room was quite plain, a light blue carpet and white walls. "What makes you think that?"

"Well, that's what the people in charge keep saying at least," Heather said, entering the room. "They say it's just a temporary measure to keep the world together, and that it gives the...scholars of the world a chance to make new innovations that can fix the original problems." She shrugged. "I mean, you've seen that fancy jet that Takeru has, right?"

"I've ridden in it," Hikari answered.

"How long will it be before technology like that gets used to make something that can...you were working on a farm before you came here, right? Imagine something like that being modified to harvest crops, ten times faster than an army of humans could. Eventually, slavery won't even be needed, technology will take care of the resource problem, and all this'll be over."

"Wow. You know an awful lot," Hikari said, looking at Heather with some degree of admiration. "All the slaves I've ever been around, they didn't know anything, it's so nice to...get a picture of the entire world beyond what's just around you."

"Sometimes I wish I didn't know some of the things I did," Heather said. "Not all it's cracked up to be, being informed. Anyway, this is called the Angel Suite, kind of a headquarters. Sometimes a client comes here so they can have a look at all the girls so he can choose the one he wants." With that, she turned to look at Hikari. "So...at this point, all that's really left is the sex part."

Hikari took in a large breath, expelling it out her mouth. "Alright. Teach me what you know."

OOO

"You...you can't be serious."

At long last, Hikari had the clearance to visit her beloved brother. It was almost thrilling to see him being treated so well. The hospital room he was in was somewhat small, but it was remarkably clean, and it may very well have been the first time in Taichi's life where he got to be on a bed. Her brother was sitting up in the bed, most of his body covered by the sheets, looking at her with wide eyes.

"That's what they have me doing," Hikari said, going a little red and averting her eyes a bit from Taichi, nevertheless with a bit of a smirk on her face. She reached up to scratch the back of her head. "I go around the building, people come up to me, they set up a time, I take them to my room, we...do it, the casino gets paid, and they leave."

Taichi's mouth opened a little bit, but then he quickly closed his mouth, swallowing down hard. "W-well, I don't know if I...I like that, that's a very...very...I mean..."

"Hey, I'm working indoors, right?" Hikari shrugged. "It's easy work, I spend most of my time just...being visible, and it's certainly an...interesting line of work."

"L-look, that sort of stuff is very...very sacred and private, i-it's not...I'm not sure that's something you should be doing, I..." Taichi babbled, highly flustered, also going a bit rosy in the cheeks.

"I don't mind it," Hikari insisted. "At first, I was really nervous about it, was really uncomfortable...but the girls, they've been so nice and helpful, and I just look at it as a...like just a job, don't put too much thought or emotion into it, and it's fine. Some people just want to get it done and leave, a few have wanted to spend the night. But that's all it is, it's just something they need that I provide. It actually kind of feels good."

Taichi puffed out a large breath. "I...I don't know about this, Kari."

"Well, you're free to take it up with our master," Hikari replied, a bit of a chuckle in her voice. "Trying to negotiate with our previous one worked out really well for you, after all."

Taichi winced, body shivering. "D-don't even. Don't even joke about that. Seriously, I...don't even." He sighed. "I've never wanted to just die and get it over with more in my life."

Hikari bit her cheek a bit, again looking away from her brother. "T-Tai, I'm...I almost forgot to even say, I'm really sorry. I know you got put there because you were trying to get me out, you might have actually escaped if you had just gone on your own." She sighed deeply. "You went through all that because of me, I...you have no idea how sorry I am."

"Escaping by myself was never an option," Taichi said casually. "What kind of worthless piece of trash would I be if I ran off and left you there?"

"Ah, devotion amongst siblings, warms my heart."

Hikari jumped, spinning around, finding Takeru standing in the doorway, wearing a light blue blazer. Quickly, she bowed her head down as he entered.

"Afternoon, sir," Hikari said, turning back to look at her brother. "Taichi, this is the man who you owe your life and health to, so "

"You've got Hikari having sex with strangers?" Taichi blurted out immediately. Hikari felt a knot suddenly cinch up in her stomach.

Takeru raised an eyebrow at the bedridden slave. "I suppose that's...one way of putting it."

"Uh, well, I'm not so sure about that, I really think there must be something else for her," Taichi continued, even as Hikari stood out of the sightline of Takeru and attempted to signal him with a thumbs-down gesture. "She's "

"Go on," Takeru interrupted, voice a tad icy. "Keep talking. See what happens." He crossed his arms over his chest.

Taichi stopped mid-word, mouth hanging open. The gears in his head cranked away, brain finally catching up to his mouth.

"I'm sorry, sir," he said, bowing his head a bit. "Thank you so much for what you've done for me and my sister, we both owe you our lives. And that I'm not in pain anymore is a true miracle, and I know I owe you that as well. You have my eternal gratitude."

"Better," Takeru said. "Now, I'll get straight to the point, Taichi. I risked a lot of money to bring you here, and I spent a lot of time and resources to heal your injuries. I did all this even after Hido told me that you were a severe escape risk." Takeru came up right by Taichi's head. "Am I going to regret any of that?"

Taichi shook his head rapidly back and forth. "N-no sir, my...my escape attempt days are long over, I can promise you that."

"There'll be a lot of egg on my face if you end up being a problem," Takeru continued, still sounding quite stern. "You'll be well enough to work again in a week, you'll be helping unload delivery trucks. Don't rock the boat, keep your head down, do what you're told, and that'll be good enough. But I'm not going to tolerate any drama from you, so toe the line."

Taichi was very quick to nod. "Yes sir."

"That's what I like to hear." He reached up and gave Taichi a couple pats on the top of his large head of hair. "Your sister is going to be fine, it's good work for her, and she agreed to do it. That's all I have to say about that." With that pronouncement, he turned to Hikari. "Hikari, I had a look at the Angel Suite charts and noticed you're not booked between six and ten tonight."

Hikari shrunk back slightly away from her master. "I-I'm sorry, sir, I've been out in the game rooms, I'm definitely picking up more customers every day but it's been "

"No no no no, I'm not upset or anything," Takeru cut her off, shaking his hands a bit in front of him. "Of course it's slow at first, you just started a couple weeks ago. I mention it, because I'm hosting the poker game tonight. I don't really have anyone to serve food and drinks right now. I know you've done it before, so I figured, since you're open...you could just block off that time and come do it."

Hikari immediately felt the tension in her stomach ease. "O-oh, I, yes, I...will Hido be there?"

"Sure will, that's part of the fun," he gave her a small grin. "Not like he's gonna do anything. Hey, I'll even let you sass him if you want, you have my permission to sass him if he says something."

Hikari pursed her lips. "W-well, I don't know how to...to sass, sir. But I can serve the table tonight."

Takeru grinned. "Don't know how to sass, that's an awful thing. I'll have to teach you." He clapped her on the back. "Game room number three, all the way in the back, there's a small closed-off room. Ask a staff member if you can't find it. We'll be playing back there." He began walking back towards the door. "See you there."

"It was great to meet you, sir," Taichi called to his retreating back. Takeru gave a wave over his shoulder as he crossed the threshold, closing the door behind him.

Hikari immediately turned to Taichi. "You know, he didn't even want you at first," Hikari said. "Didn't even know about you, he only went after you because I begged him to."

"Well, thank you very much, Kari," Taichi said earnestly. "You saved my life as much as "

"My point is, don't get on Takeru's bad side!" Hikari said, leaning in close to her older brother. "Please, we have a really good thing here potentially, better than we ever could have imagined, please don't give him a reason to take it away, just forget about what I'm doing!"

Taichi bit his lower lip a bit. "I can't, that's not how this works, you're my little sister. I made too many promises to mom and dad."

"Well, you'll have to let it go," Hikari said firmly. "I agreed to it, he gave me a choice. This is what I wanted, this is what he wanted, this is between me and him."

He slumped back on the bed, laying out prone now. "Well. Not like I can do anything anyway. Just be careful." He tilted his head to look over at her. "He seems to like you, the way he was talking to you, I've never seen a master to to their slave like that."

"Yes, he's very nice, which is another reason why you shouldn't give him a reason to not be nice," Hikari said.

Taichi gave a small smile, then a small nod. "Well. After what happened with the Sasaki's, I'd have to be really, really stupid to do anything to give my master a reason to not be nice."

Hikari thought she could see Taichi's legs move a little bit underneath the sheets, thighs coming in slightly closer towards his crotch.

OOO

~Takeru~

"Come on, come on!" Takeru waved both her hands energetically towards the table as Hikari poked her head into the small room. With her entrance, the sounds from the outside all flooded in, a cacophony of conversations rendered unintelligible. "Come on in, don't be shy!"

The room, though small, still had it's touches of gaudiness, with a carpet featuring random arrays of geometrically multi-colored shapes, purple and gold wallpaper, and five beaded chandeliers hung from the ceiling. If you wanted to play a game without the noise and chaos offered outside, for a fee you could book out a soundproofed chamber to conduct your business. A good option for high-rollers, particularly those who took their poker seriously. And Takeru certainly took his poker seriously, as did all of his close friends.

Hikari slid into the room and shut the door behind her, immediately silencing the din of noise from the crowd outside.

"Alright, perfect!" Takeru pointed at a chair, set up about five feet away from the center table. His friends had already all already gathered around, ready to play, now observing the girl padding across the carpet. "Just in time, we're just about to get started, this chair is for you!"

"Are...are you serious right now?" Hido grumbled, putting his right elbow on the table and resting his head on his right hand. "This guy, he just thinks he's so funny."

"What? She's here to serve the table while we're playing," Takeru said casually, turning to look at Hido.

"Oh, is that all?" Hido said dryly, glancing up to glare daggers over at his former slavegirl. Takeru turned to see her falter a bit in her walk.

"Yeah. And, you know, to annoy you," Takeru added quickly. "Alright, Hikari!" He jumped up from his seat on the near side of the table and went over to her side. "I know you've seen most of these people before, but Hido is a horrendeous host and didn't introduce you to everyone, so I suppose it's on me."

Again, he enjoyed seeing Hikari's body stiffen, unable to deny the enjoyment he took in pulling the girl from her comfort zone, this time putting a spotlight on her and treating her like a human being in a way she was probably unfamiliar with.

"Alright." He pointed to a seat on the far side of the table, a little to the right of center, at her prior master, deciding to have a bit of fun. "Hido Sasaki, his father owns the sixth-largest food farm in the world. Enjoys trying to use a screwdriver to hammer in nails and trying to squeeze blood out of a stone."

"He just thinks he's a comedian," Hido mumbled, looking away from his friend and the girl, trying not to acknowledge Takeru's little sideshow. "Thinks he's hilarious."

Takeru grinned, moving one seat to the left of Hido. "This is Miyako Inoue, her parents are real estate moguls. When she left academy, she was first-class in four categories, and she still chooses to waste her time playing poker with us instead of...inventing teleporters or something." He gave his lavender-haired female friend a small salute. "God bless her for it."

"Nice to meet you," Miyako said, giving Hikari a quick wave. Hikari smiled and waved back.

"To her left, Ken Ichijouji, his parents run IchTech, computer hardware and software. He left academy first class in six categories. He should be developing a cure for cancer somewhere, instead he's here check-raising sets, should probably be in jail for that." Takeru continued to move around the table, now on his thin, wirey comrade with blue hair.

"Good evening," Ken said, putting his hand out towards Hikari. She just stood there, staring at Ken's hand in confusion. "Not much for touching?" He dropped his hand back to his side, a small smile on his face.

"And you might never guess it, but they made a lovely couple," Takeru joked. "How smart do you think their kids are gonna be? Anyway, this is Samuel Abaid, I've known him since I was five. His father is a professional poker player, three-time World Series bracelet winner. Ninety percent of what I know about poker, I learned from his father."

"The sad thing is, he's still better than me even though we both learned from the same man," Sammy said in his lightly-accented voice, reaching inside his blazer's jacket pocket and pulling out a carton of cigarettes. Sammy's slightly-darkened skin indicated his family's origin in an eastern nation. "And that man is my father, I have no excuse!"

Next on the table was the eye-catching blonde. "Daisy Scott. Mother is Kara Scott, world-famous supermodel." He patted her on the shoulder a couple times. "Daisy's a model herself. Guess she's not a supermodel yet, but she's a model, and she's definitely super."

"Because that line's not getting old," Daisy said, smiling nevertheless as she gestured at Hikari. "Hey there."

"Oh, excuse me," Takeru said. "Model slash actress. I guess that's important." He shrugged. "Alright, Akira Ueno right here, the Ueno's deal in fashion, but we don't make fun of him too much for it."

"That's definitely not true," Akira said, rolling his eyes and shrugging his jacket off of his shoulders onto the back of the chair.

"We do make fun of him for already being bald a lot though, that's fair game." Takeru finally made his way over to the opposite side of the table. "Daryl Porter, his parents were both world champion tennis players, so naturally he became a poker player." He shrugged again.

Daryl moved his hand through his short black hair. "I don't do so well with the sun, the outdoors don't agree with me."

"I've seen him outdoors and can...definitely attest to that being true," Takeru said. "But all that gave him more time to stay inside and study, he ended up first-class in four categories at academy. One door gets closed, another opens." He moved to the next chair, this one occupied by one who was noticably larger than anyone else at the table. "And Yuma Maki, his family has been raking it in on the back of the oil industry for a couple centuries. So he's gotta be careful and not lose too much money here, since oil is getting phased out."

"Yeah, don't remind me," Yuma said, tapping his large fingers on the felt. "Scary thing to think about."

Takeru went to the seat on the side of the table opposite the door. "John here is our dealer tonight." He smiled somewhat sheepishly, tugging on the lapels of his suit jacket. "John, you'll forgive me if...I don't know much about you."

"You already said everything about me, I'm a dealer," John said, giving a small grin as he opened a box of cards and put them out on the table in front of him. "Nothing else interesting about me, really. I have a pet cat, that's it."

"Cats are cool," Takeru said. "Everyone, this is Hikari, she'll be serving the table tonight."

Hikari, who finally seemed to have relaxed in the face of such jovial, casual, joking conversation, gave a small bow. "Wonderful to meet all of you."

Takeru pointed towards the bar and cabinets across the room. "All the things you'll need are over there, so let's get started!" He went around the table and jumped into the seat across from the dealer.

"Hit me with some of that fruit salad, TK kept talking about how he was serving it next time he was hosting, I gotta see what the hype is about," Daisy said, pointing over at the bar.

"T...TK?" Hikari repeated, looking blankly at Daisy for a half-second.

"Oh." Takeru looked up over John's head. "My, uh...my friends call me that sometimes. It's a nickname."

"I'll try the fruit salad too," Ken announced, turning to look at Hikari. "I'll wait a bit to start on the beer tonight."

"Caramel popcorn sounds like a good start," Yuma said.

"Glass of raspberry lemonade," Takeru added.

"Wow, you're finally not just drinking water at the table?" Miyako said. "He's all grown up."

"Can't be grown up, no alcohol in it," Takeru said, pointing at John. "Let's get the cards in the air."

OOO

"I'm checking," Daisy said, pointing over to Hido a few seats to her right.

"Check," Hido quickly announced. "Let's see the turn."

John put down the burn card, then flipped the turn face up onto the middle of the table. The ace of diamonds, joining the five of hearts, three of hearts, and the eight of clubs. "On you, Takeru," John said.

"Check from one blond to the other," Takeru said, looking over at Daisy.

"Check," Daisy followed.

"Alright," Hido said, grabbing four white chips from his stack. "Four hundred."

Takeru, popping a few almonds into his mouth, took one last look down at his two cards, the nine and seven of spades, before tossing them over in front of John.

Daisy planted her left elbow into the felt of the table, making a fist with the hand and resting her left temple against her knuckles. She stared at the four community cards. "Four hundred?" She took a portion of one of her white stacks with her finely-manicured fingers, throwing them in.

"Last card coming," John said. He burned another card, then put down the jack of clubs.

"Yeah, I check," Daisy said, pointing over to Hido.

Hido's nostrils flared a bit, and after a few seconds he moved back to his chipstack, grabbing two green discs. "One thousand." The pair of chips went into the middle.

Even without participation in the hand, Takeru stared Hido down, trying to put the pieces of the hand together. The board was dry, no flush and no straight. Hido hadn't raised before the flop from the button, so a big ace was unlikely. He almost wished he hadn't folded on the turn, as his intuition was telling him that Hido had two hearts, had missed his flush draw, and was trying to bluff it, and he could definitely get him off it with a raise. Him saying anything would have been highly inappropriate, but he hoped that the hand would get to showdown so he could confirm his suspicion.

Daisy grimaced. Her right hand reached over and grabbed two green chips. She looked at them, spinning them around in her hands, then putting them down on the felt in front of her chip pile. "Huh," she muttered to herself.

Finally, she used her index finger to flick the pair of chips past the yellow line on the felt.

"Good call, you got it, King high," Hido said quietly. He flipped up the king of hearts and the two of hearts.

"Knew it," Takeru said.

With that, Daisy took her two cards and put them face up on the table. Seven of diamonds, three of spades.

Takeru's eyes went from her two cards to the board cards, then back. "Woooooooow! Wooooooow!"

Hido, on seeing the hand that Daisy had called with, blanched, pursing his lips as John pushed the chips over Daisy's way.

"Oh my hey, you just got owned real bad there!" Takeru said, standing up from his seat with a grin on his face. He put his hands up over his mouth, almost giddy. His right hand began slapping at the air in front of him. "Wudush! Wudush! Wudush!" He looked back to Daisy. "That was dirty!" He turned back to Hido, pointing at him. "He can't swallow after that one, look at him!"

Eyes bulging a bit, Hido could only manage a half shrug. "Wow."

"Calls off three-quarters of the pot with two threes, oh my God!" Takeru sat back down, clapping. "That was pretty sick."

"How did you make that call?" Sammy asked, staring down at the cards as John pulled them all back in. "You really had him there."

"Yeah, c'mon Hido, give it up, she had you bad there," Miyako agreed.

"Yeah, she...she knew it alright," Hido begrudgingly admitted.

Takeru turned around to look at Hikari, sitting on a chair a bit away from the table. "Get that man a glass of water, all the fluid just drained from his body!"

She jumped to her feet, jogging over towards the bar.

"Yeah, yeah, whatever," Hido said, eager to have the next hand get underway. John kicked out the cards to the players, beginning the action on Daryl, who promptly folded.

Hikari brought a glass of water to Hido, who roughly snatched it from her hands with a barely-concealed snarl.

"Well don't take it out on her!" Miyako needled. "Daisy's the one who owned you." She tossed a green chip over the yellow line on the table. "Five hundred."

Ken folded, prompting Sammy to finally look down at his two cards. He put them down on top of each other by his chipstack, head hanging down as he pondered his options. "Sure." He tossed in a green chip of his own.

With his turn up, Takeru finally had a look at his hole cards. Ten of diamonds and nine of diamonds. He also placed the two hidden cards by his chipstack, thinking for a moment before tossing a green chip in.

"Man, I should squeeze here, look at all this juice already out there," Daisy said, looking down at her two cards, cupping her hands to make sure nobody else could see them. "Squeeze...squeeze..." she flicked her cards over to John. "Nah, not this one."

Akira reached out just past the yellow line, grabbing the two white chips he had already posted, then threw in a green one. "Run it."

John quickly collected the chips into a tiny pile in front of him, then burned a card before putting down the seven of hearts, eight of diamonds, and the king of diamonds.

"Check," Akira said.

"So, what's he got you doing?" Hido asked loudly, peering past Takeru's head over to Hikari, who had taken her seat again behind the table. "Does he keep you in his bedroom, turning tricks for him?" He gave a shark's grin. "He certainly took a fancy to you that night for some reason, is that it? He wanted a...sex slave?"

Takeru glanced over his shoulder at Hikari, who had turned her head away from the table, wilting a bit from Hido's banter.

"Well, I guess you're in the right ballpark," Takeru admitted. "She's working with The Angels. And she's doing great."

"My offer still stands," Hido said. "Send her back my way, I'll dispose of her. I'll even take her brother too."

During the light conversation, Miyako had cut out a few of her chips from her pile. "Standard continuation bet," she said, tossing three whites and a green in. "You guys know what that means, probably queen high."

"Queen high?" Sammy repeated, peeking back down at his two hole cards. "If you have queen high, I'm drawing dead." He grinned, giving a small laugh. He threw his two cards over to John.

"Hikari is doing great here," Takeru said airily, looking over at the chips Miyako had just bet. "I wouldn't count on your little offer being taken anytime soon."

Out of the corner of his eye, he glanced over to Akira, catching that he was looking at him. He reached down and grabbed two black chips. "To two grand."

"Yikes," Akira said, the bridge of his nose wrinkling a bit. He peeled up the corners of his hole cards again, looking at them. "Wow. I was going to check-raise." He grimaced. "You messed up my plan, Takeru."

"I have that effect on people," Takeru said.

"Okay." Akira popped two black chips over towards the middle. "I better just call."

The action spun back around to Miyako, who was biting her lower lip. "Twelve hundred more?" She turned around, taking a quick drink from a glass of wine behind her. "Okay, I need a minute to talk myself into a bad call."

She cut out a small stack of chips from her green stack and began shuffling them about.

"Diamonds...diamonds...ten-nine, five-six...maybe," she muttered. "Okay." She tossed in two green chips and two white chips. "You guys all do good things with your money. I'll give you some more."

After pooling the chips, John burned a card and put out the queen of diamonds. "Up to you, Akira. Eight thousand one hundred in the pot."

"I'm not betting, I check," Akira said.

"Check to the raiser," Miyako quickly said, pointing over at Takeru.

Takeru sat there, blinking down at his chipstack for a few seconds, piecing together the logic of the hand, trying to figure out what he was up against and what would be the best way to extract value. Of all his poker playing skills, one he had spent the last decade cultivating more than any other was hand-reading, and after so much time playing with these particular friends, he had a very good grasp of what they were likely to be holding at any given point.

Akira had a king at worst, and a set at best. He was pretty sure of that. Miyako had a pocket pair, nines, tens, jacks or queens. It made sense.

A value bet would get paid.

"Three thousand," Takeru said, taking six green chips from his stack and tossing them in.

"I like how he puts in six green chips instead of three black ones, so it looks like a more intimidating bet," Daryl said wryly. "It's like, really next level stuff."

"You give me way too much credit," Takeru said, turning to look at Hikari. "Could I get some of the lobster bisque over there please?" She nodded and scurried off.

"Oh boy," Akira bemoaned, leaning back in his chair. "Three thousand into eight thousand one hundred? Oh man." He took three black chips from his stack. "Well, I'm definitely drawing live. What do you have left, TK?"

"I started the hand with twenty seven thousand, so...twenty thousand five hundred behind," Takeru said flatly.

"I...oh man. Okay." He tossed the chips in. "I call. I can't fold this."

Immediately, Miyako snapped a trio of black chips over the yellow line.

"Oh, snap call," Takeru said, watching John pull all the chips in. "Maybe my hand isn't good, I'm concerned now."

"Seventeen thousand one hundred in the middle," John said. "River coming."

A card was burned, and the four of clubs was laid down on the table surface.

"Check," Akira said immediately. "You don't even have to ask, I check, of course."

Miyako looked almost pained as she looked at the river card. "Yeah, check."

Takeru turned to accept the small plate of bisque from Hikari. "Thank you," he said. "Hold on, I'm not sure what I wanna do yet."

"Well, you're not allowed to ask the lobster for advice," Ken said dryly.

"The lobster would definitely shove," Takeru said, turning back to the table. "But, uh...four thousand nine hundred."

As he leaned forward, counting out four black chips and nine white ones, Akira made an audible little hiss.

"Less than a third of the pot," Akira said, looking back down at his cards, shaking his head. "I can only beat a bluff. I flopped so good too." He tossed his cards over to John. "Please let me be proud of that fold."

Miyako pushed her glasses up her nose a bit, squeezing her eyes shut. "I mean...ten-nine of diamonds? Five-six of diamonds, maybe?"

Takeru gave nothing away externally, but he felt a lot of relief internally. If Miyako had his flush beat, she would have already called.

She stretched her back out. "I snap-called the turn, the river was a blank, and now I'm actually considering folding, that's the sick thing." She gave a defeated sigh. "I guess if I called the turn, I have to call the river."

"If it helps, I put you on a pocket pair between nines and queens," Takeru said. "Nines, tens, jacks, queens. Not sure which one, but it's one of those. Am I right?"

Miyako gave a sardonic grin. "Does it even matter which one it is to you? Alright." She grabbed five black chips from her stack. "I mean, I've made my hand, I can't make my hand, put all this money in, and then just fold." She tossed the five chips in. "Set of queens."

"You read my hand right," Takeru said, flipping up ten-nine of diamonds. The sight of Takeru's cards prompted a head shake from Miyako. "Good read."

"Doesn't count if I call anyway," Miyako turned to take another sip from the glass of wine. "It's just, like, I know I'm beat, but my hand is too good to throw away."

"Good fold, Akira, whatever you had," Takeru added, looking over to his left.

"Two pair," Akira replied, cracking his neck with a quick jerk. "King eight of spades. I knew I should have three-bet the flop, and I just didn't do it."

John scooped the significantly-sized pot in Takeru's direction, who began the process of stacking his winnings.

"Oh boy," Yuma grunted. "Takeru's the chip leader now, everyone hold onto your butts."

"I should just start folding in the dark," Sammy joked. "He's about to run over all of us like an eighteen-wheeler."

OOO

"Yeah, I know stud is an easy game, that's the thing, it's boring," Daisy said, looking down at her two down cards. "What's the point if it's not fun?" She tossed those two cards, along with her face-up jack, in towards John.

"What are you talking about? You played stud all the time at academy, you were great at it!" Akira tossed in two hidden cards and an exposed eight.

"Yeah, that was just to be part of the action, so I could be with my friends, so I wouldn't get left out," Daisy said. "Same reason I'm playing stud with you guys right now, I'm not just gonna leave. But playing against strangers, I'll pass, I'm doing enough events this year as it is."

"I raise," Hido announced, putting in two green chips. Takeru craned his neck up to look over, seeing that Hido had a face-up ten of hearts in front of him.

Miyako folded, and Ken tossed in two green chips. "I'm in." Takeru took note of Ken's exposed king of clubs.

Takeru looked back down at his face-up queen of diamonds, then peeled up the corners of his two hidden cards, taking a second look. Seven of hearts, seven of diamonds.

"I call," Takeru said, tossing another green chip in.

"Alright, we've got three players," John said. "Twenty-five hundred in the pot."

"Besides, the ratings aren't that high for stud events, everyone watches Holdem," Daisy continued. "I'm not losing any exposure or anything."

John took the top card off the deck, flipped it face-up, and gave it to Hido. Two of hearts. He took the next one and tossed it to Ken, a five of spades. The next card went to Takeru, the seven of clubs.

"So what are you gonna wear at the World Series?" Yuma asked, looking over at Daisy. "You have your outfits planned?"

"Bet," Hido said, putting yet another green chip over the yellow line.

Ken was quick to push his own green chip in.

"You gonna wear something low-cut?" Daryl asked.

"Well, obviously," Daisy said. "That's part of my poker table modus operandi, that's a given."

"You could go for the attention-grabbing outfits," Sammy said. "Bizarre clothing, get everyone's attention, make sure they don't forget you, that's exposure right there. Show up in a bird costume."

"I raise," Takeru announced, putting in two green chips.

Daisy gave a little grin. "I could just show up to the events with no makeup, a tanktop, short-shorts that say 'Juicy' on the back and flip-flops," she suggested. "I think I'd take fifteen years off my mother's life if she turned on the television and saw me like that." Daisy turned her head to look over at Hikari. "Carve me out some of that cheesecake, please."

"Coming right up," Hikari said, flittering over to the counter.

Hido and Ken both tossed in another green chip wordlessly, signifying calls. John gave Hido another face-up card, the three of clubs, then tossed Ken the queen of spades, and finally gave Takeru the four of clubs. "That's fifth street dealt out, bet size is now one thousand."

"Check," Hido said.

Ken quickly followed behind. "I check."

"Bet," Takeru said quickly, reaching forward with a stack of green in his hand and placing out two of them, confident that his set of sevens were the best hand right now.

"I'm calling," Hido said, tossing out two green chips of his own.

Ken took a moment to consider his options. "Well, let's see here." He turned to look at Hido's upcards. "Okay. Ten of hearts, two of hearts, three of clubs." He turned to Takeru's. "Queen of diamonds, seven of clubs, four of clubs, what the hell do you have in the hole?" He scratched the bridge of his nose. "Please don't tell me you're trying to bluff in stud, you know that doesn't work." He grabbed two chips off the top of his green pile and pushed them forward. "Yeah, I call."

"Six street," John announced. "Pot at eight thousand five hundred." He tossed a nine of hearts to Hido, followed by the four of spades to Takeru and the eight of hearts to Ken.

"Bet," Hido said immediately, putting out two green chips.

"Well, someone just got there," Ken said, picking up his pile of face-up and face-down cards and tossing them over to John. "I'm out."

"I raise," Takeru said the moment Ken's cards had hit the muck, putting out four green chips.

"Oh, you do NOT have a four in the hole!" Hido said loudly, turning to take a drag out of a glass of dark beer. "Sell it to someone else, I raise!" He put out four more green chips.

Takeru puffed a breath out of his nose, then reached back down to look at his two hole cards. "Huh, you're right. Re-raise." Another four green chips went to the center from Takeru's hand.

Slowly, Hido's grin faded from his face. He craned his head up to consider Takeru's four face-up cards. "Queen, seven, four, four with two clubs, I...I mean, are you kidding me?" He snatched up two green chips and threw them over the yellow line. "Yeah, I call."

"Last card coming, big pot, sixteen thousand five hundred dollars! This one coming face-down!" John announced. He tossed Hido a card, then Takeru.

"Yeah, I'm checking," Hido said, waving his right hand over at Takeru without even looking at his seventh card.

Takeru took a quick look at the card he had just been dealt, going through the motions of acting as if he even cared what it was. Seven of spades.

"Bet," Takeru said quickly, taking a black chip and tossing it in.

Hido grimaced. "Can I seriously just get coolered every single hand here?" He looked down at the three cards he had face-down before him. "I can't fold, that's for sure." He looked down at his rapidly dwindling stack pile, then took a black chip and threw it over. "Show me your full house."

"I could show you a full house, but this is better," Takeru said, taking his three face-down cards and turning them over, revealing three sevens to go with his seven already visible.

"Oh, wow!" Ken said, leaning forward to look at Takeru's cards. "I thought my pair of kings were no good, but I didn't know they were THAT not good."

Hido, disgusted, tossed his seven cards over to John. "I hit an ace-high flush on sixth street and I'm drawing dead, that's just..." He threw his hands up in the air. "Just beautiful, just last week he hits a royal on me, now he hits...quads."

"The life of Takeru," Daryl said, giving him a small smile. "Hitting quads with three of the cards down. Doesn't matter what the game is, he's hitting the cards he needs."

"Alright." Takeru stretched his arms up over his head as John pushed the chip pile over to Takeru. "Let's go back to Holdem, that's enough stud."

"Rebuy," Hido said gruffly, reaching into a small pack on the back of his chair and pulling a stack of cash from it.

OOO

"Alright, I straddled, so you're first Daisy," Takeru said, pointing over at his left. His two cards remained face down before him, Takeru choosing to not have a peek until it was his turn to act.

"Well you can certainly afford it," Akira said, peering over with a tinge of jealousy at Takeru's mountain of chips.

"Cards are back on my side," Takeru admitted as Daisy kicked her cards in.

Action was quick, players folding their hands over to John in short order. Hido, still in the seat to the direct left of the dealer, took a long look down at his two cards.

"Alright." Hido's voice was low, as a rough night of cards was clearly wearing on the young man. He sat there, arms crossed over the other, then he slowly reached forward towards his stack. He grabbed a black chip and a green chip, flicking them to the center. Miyako, after a quick consideration of her cards, made a matching bet of two mismatched chips.

Ken and Sammy quickly mucked, putting the turn back to Takeru.

"Eleven hundred to me?" Takeru said quietly, finally deciding to see what he had been dealt. His fingers pried up the corners of the cards, showing him the king of diamonds and king of clubs. Only years of practice allowed him to conceal delight at being dealt a monster on his straddle. He cut out a pile of black chips and began shuffling them around, looking over at Hido and Miyako.

Finally, after silent consideration, his right hand began darting from stack to stack, collecting assorted chips. Ultimately, he went forward with six black chips, two green chips, and one white chip.

John's hands reached out towards Takeru's offering, counting the bet out. "Raise six thousand."

Hido gave a low whistle, his cheeks puffing out. He looked over at Takeru, trying to pick up on something from his mannerisms. Takeru sat there like a statue, giving away nothing. Finally, Hido tossed in six black chips.

"Two overbets, huh," Miyako muttered, reaching for her stack, stopping to tap her index finger on top of one of her black chips. Finally, she tossed her cards back over to John, shelfing the black chips back in her stack. "Have fun, boys."

"Two players. Sixteen thousand eight hundred in the pot," John announced, pooling the chips.

"How much do you have behind?" Takeru asked, looking over at Hido's chipstack.

"About twenty-four thousand," Hido answered quickly. "If I double up here, I'm almost even on the night."

"I'd wish you good luck, but I'd be lying," Takeru replied, looking over at John as he dealt out the flop. Ten of clubs, queen of hearts, four of diamonds.

"Ooh, can I get some of the truffles?" Sammy pointed over towards the counter. "Truffles sound good right now."

Takeru was vaguely aware of Hikari scampering over to the counter of plates of food as he silently contemplated his options. Finally, his fingers tapped the table a few times.

Hido's brow twitched a bit as Takeru put the action over on him. He turned to look at the flop, eyes wide and intensely focused on them. The entire table was watching, as everyone wanted to see the end result of this already massive pot.

Hido took out a full stack of green chips and shoved it forward. A ten thousand dollar bet.

Takeru rubbed the side of his head, deep in thought. He could feel footsteps as Hikari brought the small plate of truffles over to Sammy, but paid them no heed. To call now would be to almost certainly face an all-in on the turn, so calling now was almost locking him in to committing another fourteen thousand later.

Finally, Takeru cut out a half-stack of blacks and threw them in.

"Thirty-six thousand eight hundred in the pot," John said, putting down a burn card and then setting the king of spades out on the board.

Takeru again took several long seconds to ponder things, no sound but the clacking of chips in the air. He tapped the table a few times.

Hido swallowed down hard, playing with his chips, intentionally trying to avert his gaze from Takeru and keep his eyes on the board of cards. He had two stack of green and four black chips still in front of him. With deep consideration, he grabbed the four black chips and fired them over the yellow line.

Takeru couldn't supress the reflexive reaction of wrinkling his forehead in confusion over the tiny sizing from Hido. Takeru blinked several times, his relaxing back into a flat expression, trying to not give away any clues as to the strength of his hand.

"Okay, I'm all-in," Takeru announced. He could see Hido jolt a bit out of the corner of his eye, though he kept his focus on cutting out fourteen black chips, a size sufficient to put all of Hido's chips in the middle if he wanted to call.

Hido sighed quite audibly, slumping back in his chair, the clear look of a defeated man. He reached up to scratch his eyebrows. "I guess I have to call." He leaned forward again, shrugging. "I call."

Takeru quickly flipped up his two kings, hearing the hiss of disgust from Hido. He looked up in time to see Hido expose his two cards, the ten of spades and the ten of hearts.

"Set over set, wow," Daisy said, leaning forward to look at all the cards. "Holy crap."

"I figured I got lucky with that king on the turn," Takeru admitted. "Didn't know I got that lucky though. That bet sizing on the turn was weird, I was trying to figure that one out."

"I was trying to...to make sure you'd call with ace queen, ace king, or aces," Hido said, not even sounding all that upset, more worn out. He winced. "Can we run it twice?"

"Sure." Takeru nodded. "Let's run it twice, John."

"Running it twice," John said.

"I'm not gonna be mad if you don't do it or anything, I don't have enough energy to get mad right now." Hido looked up at John as he burned a card to the side. "But I really, really could use the one-outer right now. He hit one on me last week, I could really use this."

John put down the six of spades, securing the first run in Takeru's favor.

"Did anyone fold the last ten?" Hido asked, reaching up to rub his face, which had gone slightly red. "Doesn't make any difference, you can tell me now."

"Such a brutal hand," Yuma said, a sympathy wince for Hido as he was given one chance to hit one out to salvage the hand.

John pushed the six of clubs up on the table, then burned a card before putting down the eight of hearts.

"Alright." Hido stood up. "Nice hand." He began slowly walking off, towards the door. "I'm done. Good night."

Nobody said anything as Hido walked, almost gingerly, towards the door, letting him take the walk of felt in peace. It wasn't until he had departed, the door closed behind him, before anything said anything.

"I gotta admit, I would have flipped the table," Sammy said, nevertheless smiling a bit. "Set over set, a two-outer on the turn, can't help but feel for the guy."

"I feel for the guy, and I'm the one who took his chips," Takeru said, taking in the massive pot and beginning to stack it. "Guy can't catch a break lately."

"We've all been there," Miyako said, nevertheless grimacing. "He sucked out on you on the flop, you sucked out on him on the turn, that's how it goes."

"Should we keep playing eight-handed?" Ken asked, looking around the at remaining players.

Takeru turned around to look at Hikari, who had taken her seat again. "Hey, open seat," Takeru said, pointing at Hido's vacated chair. "Minimum buy-in of ten grand, you want it?"

Hikari's mouth opened slightly and she went a bit red.

"Hey, I'll stake you," Takeru said, pointing at his chipstack. "You in?"

"U-uh...I "

"I'm kidding, I'm kidding," Takeru said quickly, realizing that Hikari was still struggling with understanding such humor. "Don't worry about it, I'm kidding." He turned back around towards the table. "Yeah, let's play with eight."

"I don't even think I want her in the room," Sammy said, a small grin on his face as he waited for John to deal out the cards.

"What does that mean?" Takeru gave Sammy a bit of an odd look.

"You know how superstitious I am about these things," Sammy explained, turning to point over at Hikari. "When she's in the room, it seems like you catch every card."

"Maybe he's on to something," Daisy said, looking over at Hikari. "I mean, you rivered a royal flush when you were playing Hido for her, right?"

"Hey, hey, what have we all been taught about being results-oriented?" Takeru said chidingly. "What have we all been caught about correlation and causation? That's like, poker one-oh-one, come on now."

"Oh come on, give the girl some credit," Daryl said, pointing over at her. "You should at least cut her out a few chips from your winnings, the least you can do with all the good karma she's sending your way."

"I don't believe in karma," Takeru said, looking down at hole cards of the nine of hearts and the king of hearts. "Okay, who raised?"

"I raised to five hundred," Daryl answered, pointing at his green chip just past the yellow line.

"What do you believe in?" Akira asked.

"I believe in...running good, catching cards, and getting lucky," Takeru answered, reaching forward and pulling his big blind back in towards him, then putting out a green chip.

As John collected the small supply of chips into the middle, however, Takeru did turn and give Hikari a quick glance. Admittedly, carving out a profit of two hundred thousand dollars over the two games Hikari had been present for was pretty spectacular. It was one thing to catch great cards, it was another for his opponents to have strong enough hands to pay him off. And that had been happening over and over lately.

"Could you refill my water, please?" Takeru asked, taking his mostly-empty glass and presenting it over to her. She took it and quickly ran over to the counter.

At the least, her presence wasn't hurting his play.

Takeru turned back around to look at a flop of the ten of diamonds, jack of hearts, and four of clubs. "I check," Takeru said, pointing over to Daryl. 


End file.
